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FOREWORD
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I

John M. Carmody, Administrator
WORK PROJECTS ADMINISTRATION

A short time after I came to Nebraska I had
occasion to speak at a meeting. Afterward certain members of the audience complimented me on my grasp of
Negro affairs in this State, adding that the rapidity with
which I had acquired this information was remarkable.
I was happy to be able to tell them that I had been
privileged to read the manuscript of this book while it
was in preparation, and that it had been the source of
whatever I knew concerning the Negroes of Nebraska.
It has given me an insight into local problems such as I
never could have obtained in so short a time. Here,
collected permanently between these covers, is a fund of
invaluable material which, until now, has been scattered
and unavailable.
The history of the Negro in Nebraska is, in broad
perspective, a story of the Negro's integration into the
economic and social life of our nation. The events described in this account should be of interest, therefore,
to the people throughout the country as well as to those
in Nebraska.

F. C. Harrington, Commissioner
Florence Kerr, Assistant Commissioner
D. F. Felton, State Administrator

Readers will have a clearer conception of the problems which faced the Negro pioneers in the State and of
the advance made by them toward social, economic and
cultural freedom. The contributions of the Negro to civic
and political life, to culture, professional and business
activities in Nebraska are noteworthy achievements of
a handicapped race.
R. BROWN, Executive Secretary
Omaha Urban League Oommunity Oenter
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PRE:FACE
The Negroes of Nebraska, though a book arbitrarily

limited as to length, nevertheless is an attempt to highlight the entire picture of Negro life in this State. It
represents the efforts of several persons. If the book
has achieved its intended purpose it has done so because
these persons have consulted every available source in
collecting and verifying the material from which it was
written.
The State's Negro citizens comprise, numerically, a
minority group, and much of the colorful side of their
story, in the absence of written records, is irretrievably
lost. Yet much more that would have been lost has found
permanence in this account, through the diligent research of two Negro employees of the Nebraska Writers'
Project, Fred D. Dixon and Albert J. Burks. The fact
remains that there are gaps in the story, and because
of incomplete records inaccuracies may appear in the
text. If such are noted the editors will appreciate having these brought to their attention.
The editors wish to acknowledge their gratitude
for valuable aid and criticism to the University. of Nebraska, the Nebraska State Historical Society, and to
Raymond R. Brown and Millard F. Wood, Executive
Secretaries respectively of the Urban Leagues of Omaha
and Lincoln. Drawings are by Paul Gibson, Omaha Negro
artist.
J. HARRIS GABLE,
G. GORDON DEWEY,
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THE NEGROES OF NEBRASKA

offered them little encouragement in this line. It is not strange,
then, that the Negro began to look for a new place where he could
establish a permanent home and earn a livelihood.

Origin and Background

The story of Nebraska's Negroes properly begins in Africa, yet
this part of the story must remain untold. With but one or two
exceptions, even though their African origin is obvious, _the history
of Nebraska's dark-skinned citizens cannot be traced in time beyond
the days when, in the South, their statu~ as slaves allott~d to them
ig.dividually no place in the recorded history of the United States
of America . .
The Negroes of Nebraska constitute, from an ethnic standpoint, one of the most sharply defined of all racial elements in the
State. Several factors have operated in this preservation of their
racial integrity. The great majority of them who migrated to
Nebraska came from the South, bringing with them a common
culture, l:leritage, and mode of living. Once settled in Ne~ras~a, both
social and economic motives directed their concentration m relatively circumscribed districts. Segregation, proscription of intermarriage, social and economic discrimination, racial differences and
divergent living standards all comprise, however veiled, a none-theless tangible barrier which to this day has maintained at a singularly low level, as compared with other immigrant groups, amalgamation between Negroes and Caucasians.
It could be pointed out that lack of leadership among the
Negroes has retarded their development along many lines. Yet it
must be noted as a correlative that, even when able leaders have
arisen among them, the group as a whole has not always exhibited
a unity of opinion or fixity of purpose sufficient to r eward the
efforts of intelligent and judicial leadership.
On the other hand, it is unfair to assume that the Negroes
themselves are alone responsible for their failure to achieve a
higher status than that now assigned to them. Starting with nothing
but hope and determination, sometimes almost aboriginally ignorant
and usually illiterate, mere chattels before their emancipation from
slavery, they have taken enormous strides toward social and economic parity with the white race. Coincident with this advance
there has developed a pride in race and racial accomplishment that
has sustained them in the face of heavy odds.
There are a few ex-slaves still living in Nebraska, as well as a
few who were born shortly before the slaves were freed. What they
remember and can tell of their lives during slavery indicates that
their individual treatment was as varied as were the natures of
their several masters. They are all agreed, moreover, that the only
cultural heritage brought to Nebraska by the State's early Negro
settlers was what little they could assimilate as plantation toilers.
They were, with few exceptions, allowed no educational privileges.
Occasional gatherings after the day's work was done, with what
religious activities the slaves themselves could devise, consFituted
almost their entire social life.
The necessity for earning a living in the field of competitive
labor in the South faced the erstwhile slaves soon after their emancipation. Since their training during slavery had fitted them chiefly
for agricultural pursuits, and since Southern industry consistently
refused to recognize the freedman as an industrial worker, numbers
of the ex-slaves found themselves with no means of livelihood.
Plantation owners, now forced to pay wages to their colored
employees, were financially unable to offer work to considerable
numbers of the ex-slaves. A few, it is true, found employment in
Southern industries, yet low wages and discriminating treatment
(6)
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The Negro Comes to Nebraska
The development of the West, coincident with the disturbing
economic upheavals in the South, attracted the attention of many
of the dissatisfied freedmen. A new country was being opened up
for settlement . and frontiers were being pushed back. New lands,
new surroundings, an opportunity for social and economic advancement, beckoned to the Negroes. In constantly increasing numbers
they turned toward the North. By 1870 the first Negro exodus from
the South was well under way.
Nebraska, with new industries springing up in the larger communities, attracted its share of the northward-bound Negro emigrants. Omaha especially became the point where the majority of
them settled and established homes. There were jobs here for them,
a chance to make a living. Those who came in advance of their
families sent for them and brought them north.

THE NEGRO COMES TO NEBRASKA
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The news spread in the South. Friends and relatives, encouraged by reports of industrial opportunities and better educational
advantages, joined the northward movement. The exodus was still
further accelerated by a number of factors, both social and economic.
Under the system of share-cropping the Negro tenant farmer
quickly found himself in difficulties. Unfavorable crop settlements,
poor housing, and meager returns for his labor reduced his economic status to one approaching peonage. Floods and the ravages
of the boll-weevil in the cotton fields added to his misery.
During the period of Reconstruction, under the northern
"Carpet-Bag" rule, the whites of the South were forced to grant
certain civil and political rights to the Negro. Bitterly resentful,
the whites retaliated by the denial of voting privileges to Negroes,
by rough treatment of them, and by heavy taxation . The Ku Klux
Klan, the bush-whackers, and the "Padarohs" (dialect for "patrollers") spread terror among the ex-slaves. There was no recourse
for them in unsympathetic oourts.
In increasing numbers they became dissatisfied with conditions
then existing in the South. By individuals and families and groups
they swelled the flood of immigration until, by 1880, a constant
tide of settlers was streaming into the northern states.
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It is not known just when Negroes first set foot on the land
which now comprises the State of Nebraska. Legend has it that an
exploring expedition headed by a monk, Fray Marcos, touched the
south-eastern part of the State in 15 39. A Negro servant is supposed
to have been a m e mber of the party. This same Negro is thought to
have been with Coronado's expedition when he supposedly penetrated the southern part of Nebraska in 1541. The records of this
expedition indicate that one or more Negroes were numbered among
its members. Whether or not the Negro servant with Fray Marcos
and a Negro with Coronado were the same individual is purely
conjectural. In any event, if it be taken for granted that one or
both of these expeditions crossed the present southern b,oundary
of the State, then it is entirely possible that Negroes entered
Nebraska as early as 1539 or 1541.
A Negro named York, a slave owned by Captain William Clark,
was with the Lewis and Clark expedition on its journey through
Nebraska in 1804. When Major Stephen H. Long's expedition entered Nebraska in 1819 Negroes, probably slaves, were found at a
fur trading post in the vicinity of Fort Lisa. Several of the officers
at Camp Missouri (1819) and later, at Fort Atkinson (1820-1827)
owned Negro slaves, their personal servants, brought with them
from some state south of Nebraska.
The oldest man in the State in 1894 was a full-blooded Negro,
Baptiste, who lived on the Omaha reservation. He was then 112
years of age. He was captured many years before by the Indians
near Bellevue, and was said to be the first Negro ever to cross the
Missouri River into Nebraska.
In 1842 Tom Brown , the slave of a Missourian, accompanied
his master to Nebraska on a buffalo hunt. He claimed to have
visited the site of what is now Omaha, and stated that a few persons
were dwelling there in Indian huts. Brown subsequently escaped
from his master and fled into Canada. He returned to the United
States after slavery was abolished and established a home in Grand
Rapids, Michigan. He came back to Omaha in 1907 and remained
there until his death at the age of ninety-five.
Among the very first of Omaha's settlers of either race was
Sally Payne, who settled there in 1855. A blacksmith, Smith Coffey,
came to Omaha about 1865. George Conway, Missouri-born exslave, came to Omaha in 1867. One of the few former slaves left
in Nebraska, he lived in Omaha until his death in 1939. There
were other Negroes occasionally settling there during the early
years of Omaha's existence, but records with regard to them are
fragmentary.
Sometime between 1865 and 1870 a Negro, Amos Harris,
drifted into the Loup Valley region. He worked as a ranch-hand,
finally as an independent rancher in Valley and Wheeler Counties,
and became a respected citizen among his white neighbors. Another Negro ...ranch-hand was James Kelly, who came to Custer
County in 1876, and lived there until his death in 1912.
The first Negro ever to settle in Lincoln came there in the
summer of 1868. The first Negroes in Hastings were Mrs. Emma
Stewart and her mother, who arrived there in 1877.
Robert Anderson, another ex-slave, homesteaded in Nebraska
in 1870. He was~e of the first, if not the first, Negro homesteaders in this Sta . His section of land in. Box Butte County
made him a wealthy man, one of the very few successful Negro
farmers of Nebraska. ' The only other Negro homesteader of that
time was L. B. Matting\y, who settled near David City shortly after
the Civil War. David Patrick, the first Negro homesteader in
Hamilton County, settled there, near Aurora, in 1873. For several
years he carried mail by horseback to Fort Kearny. He and his

son, WiUiam, born in 1 885, claim to be the only . two Negro es :e.v.er
to sit on a district court Jury in l'<ebrasKa.
"t·
The names . of several individuals appear; for one or another
reason outstanding among the hun.dreds who · migrated to · Nebraska during the earlier years of the State's existence: John .c.
Elder, first .h egro barber in Lincoln (1870); Josephine Mitchell,
mother of the first colored child ·born in Lancaster County ( 18 71);
Mother Leeper, mother of William Leeper, the .first Negro born in
Omaha (1872); Josiah Waddle, first Negro barber in Nebraska
City (1877); Graves, first Negro barber in Aurora (1878); Tom
Cunningham, first Negro police officer in Lincoln (18 80); Mason
Todd, railroad porter in Lincoln (1879); Pete the Barber , who sold
fruit at his barber shop in Niobrara (1879) ; J enny Morgan, woman
homesteader near Wellfleet ( 1 8 8 3); Eliza Galloway, ex-slave, who
came to Kearney in 1888, and lived there until h er death in 19 36,
at the age of 100 years; July Miles, ex-slave, civil war veteran,
who settled at Omaha in 1 892; Jubilee Johnson , ex-slave, who died
at Schuyler in 1894.
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Slavery In Nebraska
Negroes living in Nebraska immediately previous to the Civil
War occupied a rather anoma lous status. The major ity were fr eemen, but a number of them were slaves. Nebraska, although pa rt
of the t erritory in which slavery as an institution did not exist,
nevertheless recog nized the property right of a slave-holde r with
re gard to the slaves owned by him, when such slave-holder had
acquired his property during residency in one of th e states <in
which slavery was permitted . Consequently slave-holding in the
Territory of Nebraska generated a number of bitter controversies,
both civil and political. It persisted as a focal point of dissen sion
until the question was decided for a ll time by the Emancipation
Proclamation and th e Thirteenth Amendment to the Con stitution
of the United States. Space do es not permit a discu ssion of several
interestin g incidents in this connection, notably th e escape, November 25, 1858, of two slaves owned by S. F. Nuckolls of Ne braska
City; the escape, June 30, 1860, of six slaves own ed by Alexand er
Majors of Nebraska City; and the sale at public auction in Nebraska
City, December 5, 1860, of two slaves. In January 1861, the Legislature passed , over Governor Black's veto, an act to abolish slavery
in the Territory of Nebraska, and slavery per se ceased to be a n
open issue.
In 1854 there were thirtee n slaves in Nebraska. In 1 860, Of
eighty-two Negroes then living in Nebraska, ten were slaves. The
first slave r ecorded in Omaha was owned by an Indian squaw , in
1854. All told, however, only fifteen slaves have been owned by
permanent r esidents of Nebraska during the entire history of the
State.

,.

lnunigration
Disregarding those Negroes who, as slaves, arrived in Nebraska because they had no choice in the matter, the balance Oi'
the Negro immigrants fall into three classifications with r egard to
their reasons for settling in this State. Those who came here for
economic reasons comprise numerically the largest of the three
groups. Next in importance is the group prompted · i:o choose · Ne'braska as a future home because of sucial factors . . Finally, a certain small percentage settled in the State purely by chance.
In the Territory of Nebraska the fight to exclude slavery from
within the territorial boundaries spread from the Senate to the
press .and to the .pulpit. Even amo ng the slaves in ...the South · the
word spread that h er e was a place where the :attitude toward

'
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Negroes was tempered with tolerance. After the Emancipation,
then, and after the ex-slaves began to find that the South of those
days did not afford a livelihood for all of them, many of the Negroes
associated with the movement northward chose Nebraska as their
g_o al.
Emigration from the South to the North got under way slowly.
A trickling of settlers appeared in Nebraska with the cessation of
war and the abolishment of slavery, but not for several years did
the stream of immigrants begin to assume significant proportions.
Not in a day, nor even in a year, did the ex-slaves learn that the
South they had known was irrevocably changed, that there was no
place for all of them in the field of competitive labor. It was not
easy for them to leave, over night, old faces and surroundings and
strike out into new and relatively untried territories, uncertain of
what the future held for them, and with the possibility of bett ering their conditions largely contingent upon the element of chance.
The Negroes first venturing into Nebraska met with varying
receptions, so that the reports they sent back to friends and relatives in the South were somewhat confusing. They encountered
active hostility in some urban centers; even to the point where,
as happened in a few cases, they were driven out. In the rural
districts, however, they were in most cases tolerated though not
often encouraged.
In one sense a certain proportion of the Negro immigrants
settling in Nebraska during the first two decades following the
Civil War may be considered as an overflow from Kansas. The
Freedmen's Bureau and other agencies in that State were initially
very encouraging to Southern Negro refugees. The response was
overwhelming. In 1860 there were 6,270 Negroes in Kansas; in
1870 the number had risen to 17,108; and by 1880 they numbered
43,107. To some cities, Topeka and Atchison, for example, the
situation became alarming and ordinances were passed against the
immigrants, banning their settlement within the corporate limits.
Their only alternative was to go on to where they would be permitted to establish homes, and many of them consequently became
citizens of Nebraska.
As before indicated, the main factors responsible for the
Negro's presence in Nebraska can be classified, in a broad sense,
either as social or economic. The desire to join friends and relatives already in Nebraska, and better educational advantages for
Negroes here than in the South, brought many of them to this
State.
Of primary importance, however, was the fact that in Nebraska there were jobs for the Negro immigrants. The railroads
were pushing construction through the State. Their agents recruited Negro laborers and brought them into Nebraska in groups
numbering up to several hundred. Negroes found work on the
construction gangs of the Union Pacific, Burlington, and Midland
Pacific.
The Midwest Migration Company induced several hundred
Negroes to enter Nebraska, and attempted to settle them in a
colony. The colonization project failed, but the Negroes remained.
Later, during several labor disputes, Negroes were imported
for use as strike-breakers: by the Union Pacific Railroad, in 18 7 7;
by the smelting ind us try, in 18 8 0; by the packing industry, in 18 9 4;
and by the Burlington Railroad, in 1923. After the strikes ended
most of the strike-breakers found more or less permanent jobs in
the particular industry in which they were involved.
During the World War the shortage of laborers, particularly
in the packing plants, became acute. By various means, including
Negro newspapers and labor agents, aided by reduced fares offered
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by the railroads, Negroes in large numbers were induced to come
from the South to Nebraska, where they were assured of steady
work at good wages.
Some minor factors, such as religious affiliations, and the
need for a change in climate, have induced Negro migration to the
State. The number of immigrants motivated by these reasons,
however, is not significant.
The volume of Negro migration from the South during the
period 1870-1879 reached such proportions that it has been called
the First Great Exodus. This mass movement northward of the
ex-slaves reached its peak in 1879. The reasons behind this momentous redistribution of the country's Negro population have
been discussed briefly. There are, in addition, several phases of the
movement itself which deserve at least passing consideration.
The Negro emigrants in their trek northward followed roughly
the route of the "Underground Railroad." They travelled on foot,
in wagons, and by rail, depending upon their individual means.
Since they came northward because they were unable to earn a
living in the South, most of them were poor.
To add to their difficulties, unscrupulous real estate agents
and out-and-out swindlers often took advantage of their ignorance
and their eagerness to establish new homes. Spurious tickets for
train fare to the North were sold to them for whatever sum a
sharper could get. A number of the immigrants made payments on
farms and other lands and properties, only to learn upon their
arrival that they had been defrauded.
Even after their arrival in Nebraska the Negro immigrants
often were uncertain as to their welcome. In Lincoln, _for instance,
in 1879, a group of 150 Mississippi Negroes who attempted to
settle there were driven out. Another group attempting to settle
in Tecumseh in 1880 were ordered away and told to return to their
original homes. Occasionally they encountered actual violence, but
instances of this sort were not common.
Although the famous "Underground Railroad," mentioned
above, was no longer of importance after slavery was abolished, it
played a significant part in the northward movement of runaway
slaves previous to that time. The escaped slaves, aided by white
abolitionists, were brought over this route on their way to Canada
and freedom . They followed the Underground Railroad into Nebraska from Albany, Kansas, continuing through Falls City, Little
Nemaha, Camp Creek, and Nebraska City, where the fugitives
crossed the Missouri River to Percival, Iowa. From there they
were taken to Tabor, Iowa, and outfitted for the balance of their
journey into Canada.
Near Nebraska City, on highway No. 2, a small, log cabin, built
in 18 5 7 by Allen B. Mayhew, is still standing. In this cabin, an
important unit in the underground system, the fleeing slaves were
sheltered overnight or until such time as they could safely be
smuggled into Iowa. An underground passage in connection with
the house provided further concealment for them from pursuing
officers. Henry Daniel Smith, born in Maryland in 1835, still living
in Omaha in 1913 and working at his trade of broom-maker, was
one escaped slave who entered Nebraska via the Underground
Railroad.
Negro immigrants have entered Nebraska in greater or less
numbers every year since the State has been open to settlement.
A study of the census records shows, however, that, contrary to
what one might expect, there has not been a constant increase by
years in the numbers of settlers. The stream of immigration has
come in waves, and. each surge of temporarily accelerated migration
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hai resulted from certain clearly-defined factors, both social and
economic, as the impelling for ce behind it.·
This stream of Negro immigration shows two major peaks.
One, already discussed, is the First Great Exodus. Follo wing this
peak of 1879 the Negro population of Nebraska increased very
slowly for a few years, although Negroes were still entering the
State in appreciable numbers. In the decade from 1890 to 1900
the Negro population actually decreased.
Many of the immigrants during that period were unable to find
immediate livelihoods. Their settlement, whether urban or rural,
was only t emporary. They found that industrial advantages were
limited, and they went on, so that more were leaving the State
than entered it during that decade.
After 1900, however, with the increasing development of industries in Nebraska, n ew jobs and new opportunities again were
thrown open to Negroes. A slow but steady increase in the State's
Negro population throu gh the following fifteen year s was the result. Immigrants were becoming permanent r esidents of the State.
With America's entrance into the World War in 1917 thousands
of jobs, vacated by m en called to the Colors, were made available
to Negro laborers. There were not enough able-bodied Negroes in
Nebraska to meet the demands of the indust ries. The cry again
spread through the South that here in Nebraska were jobs and
homes. The packing plants paid the railroad fare for hundreds of
Southern Negroes to come to Nebraska. The railroads cooperated by
giving them r ed uced rates in groups of twenty-five or more.
Several thousand Negroes came to Nebraska during this
Second Great Exodus, which reached its peak in 1918. In 1919 the
Negro population of the State, estimated at 17,153, was higher
than it has been at any time since. Although it is true that many
of those who came to Nebraska during the World War period were
not permanent settlers, most of the Negro immigrants were able
to find more or less steady work, and established permanent homes.

such members as are still living are scattered. Where the people
ca.m e .. from, how many there were, when the colony was s.e ttled,
and how long it -ma intained its identity are questions which, in the
absence of written records, will never be answered save by chance.
Negro immigrants appeared in Franklin County as early as
1867. By 1 8 71 a dozen-odd settlers, most of whom had lived
temporarily in Omaha, had arrived. Although few in number they
were hopeful of attracting additional immigrants, a nd accordingly
they laid plans for a Negro colony and village. They took up homestead claims, and gave the stream which flowed through their
land the name of Lovely Creek, the name by which it is still called.
They laid out their proposed town, the city of Grant, on the south·e ast quarter of Section 3 5, Township two, Range 14. The different
lo.c ations were marked by ash poles to which w ere fastened strips
of hide. Work was begun on a brickyard, and their plans included
the construction of a courthouse.
Unfortunately the youthful ambition of the little colony was
no match for its impoverished state. There was but one team of

Settlement
The majority of the Negro immigrants entering Nebraska during the First Great Exodus were from the rural districts of the
South. Yet a surprisingly large percentage of them came directly
to Omaha, Nebraska's largest city, and settled there. Even though
homesteads were easily available to these rural-born settlers, their
economic status prevented them from becoming homesteaders. Very
few of them commanded the necessary capital and equipment,
slight though it need be.
During the Second Great Exodus by far the majority of the
Negro immigrants were from the urban centers of the South. Almost without exception they settled in the larger cities of Nebraska.
Omaha received, proportionately, more than its share of the newcomers, as compared with other cities of the State. This was to
be expected, however, since Omaha, which industrially has far outstripped all other Nebraska cities, offered to Negroes more and
better opportunities for gainful employment.
Since most of the Negro immigrants to Nebraska have either
settled immediately in the larger cities, or have gone there following unsuccessful attempts at farming , Negro colonies in this
State have been few. For one r eason or another those that ·in the
past .have been set up are no longer in existence as purely Negro
colonies, though occasionally one or more families may still be
found living at the site of the original colony.
One such colony once existed in Custer County, though little
can be said concerning it. The group ·1eft no written records, and

I
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horses in the entire group. The settlers became discouraged when
their funds were gone, abandoned their claims, and left that part
of the country the same year, 1871.
About April 17, 1880, several Negro families from Tennessee
leased farm lands north of Aurora, in Hamilton County. Although
the group was never formally organized as a colony, its members
settled in that vicinity with a common purpose. The majority of
them soon lost hope of a successful career in farming, and departed. Most of these returned to Tennessee.
The largest Negro colony ever to be founded in Nebraska was
set up in the Republican Valley in Harlan County during the summer of 1889. Nearly 200 immigrants from Tennessee comprised
this group. The winter of that year, however, was very severe.
The resultant suffering and hardship was too much for the pioneers,
.and · by the end of spring in 1890 .the last of them had departed for
h-is original home in Tennessee . .
.OJ' all the Negro colonies established 'in Nebraska the most successful was the one fo.rmerly at Brownlee, in Cherry County. · The
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story of its . member begins in Canada, near Chottom, where lived a
number of former slaves and their children. These ex-slaves had
escaped from their Southern masters and entered Canada via the
Underground Railroad.
In 1880, having heard that homesteads were available to
settlers in Nebraska, a number of these people returned to the
United States. Under the leadership of William Walker and Charles
Mehan each family in the group took up a claim near Overton,
in Dawson County, Nebraska. They proved up on their claims and
lived on them for the next quarter-century.
During the drouth years of 1905-1907 the colonists began to
consider the possibilities of a better living to be made elsewhere.
They learned that free land was open to homesteaders in Cherry
County. Accordingly, in 1909, most of the Dawson County group,
still under the leadership of William Walker and Charles Mehan,
settled at Brownlee in Cherry County.
Once again they took up claims and proved up on them. Other
Negro immigrants joined the colony until its members eventually
numbered about 175 people. They constructed sod houses, and had
their own post office, grocery store , mail carrier, church, pastor,
cemetery, school district, and school, with members of their own
race as teachers.
The colony prospered, but eventually its memli>ers one by one
sold or leased their homesteads, and the settlement dwindled away
until now, 1940, there are no Negroes left at Brownlee. The last
of the group to leave, Mrs. Roy Hays, a daughter of William Walker,
moved to Valentine, Nebraska, several years ago.
There are no Negro colonies or settlements now existing in
Nebraska. In the larger cities, however, in which all but a few of
the State's colored citizens are found, the Negroes dwell in r elatively circumscribed areas, usually · referred to as Negro districts .
This is especially true with regard to the cities of Omaha, Lincoln,
and Grand Island. In other Nebraska cities where Negroes may
be found in significant numbers, North Platte, Fremont, Hastings,
Scottsbluff, Alliance, Beatrice, South Sioux City, Falls City, and
Nebraska City, no such vicinal concentration exists.
Omaha, Nebraska's largest city, with a total population of
214,006, has the majority of Nebraska's Negroes, numbering 11,123 .
Lincoln, the second city of the State, has 997 Negroes in its total
population of 75,933. Grand Island numbers 120 Negroes among
its 18,041 inhabitants. In Hastings, of 15,490 people, 70 are
Negroes. Of the 12,061 people living in North Platte, 35 are
Negroes. There are 58 Negroes living in Fremont, a city with · a
population of 11,407. There are 6,669 people in Alliance, 203 of
which are Negroes. In Beatrice 82 of the 10,297 inhabitants are
Negroes. The population of Falls City is 5,787, with 51 Negroes.
Nebraska City numbers 61 Negroes in its population of 7,230 . Of
3,927 inhabitants in South Sioux City 72 are Negroes. The population of Scottsbluff, 8,465 , includes 62 Negroes.
Considering the State as a whole with regard to the Negro
element in its population, the First Territorial Census of Nebraska,
1854, tabulated thirteen Negroes in a total population of 2, 732.
In 1860 there were 28,841 Nebraskans, of whom 82 were Negroes.
Negroes numbered 789 of the State's population of 122,993 in 1870.
In 1880 the Negro population was 2,385, with the total population
452,402. There were 8,913 Negroes in 1890 in the total population
of 1,062,656 . In 1900, of the total population of 1,066,300, 6,269
were · Negroes. There were 7,689 Negroes in the total population
of 1 ,192,214 in 1910 . Nebraska's total population in 1920 was
1,296,372, of which 13,242 were Negroes. The last census, that or
1930, set the State's total population at 1 ,377,963. Of this number

13,752 were Negroes. This figure was exceeded during the latter
part of the World War by an estimated 3,000. to 4 000 temporary
inhabitants. Present estimates place the total Negr~ population of
Nebraska at less than 15,000.
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Highlights of Adjustment
The Negroes of Nebraska present an interesting background
with regard to birthplace and nativity. Of those now living in the
State only about one-fourth are natives of Nebraska. Approximately
another fourth were born in northern states other than Nebraska
while less than half can claim the South as their birthplace. Negroe~
have come to Nebraska from almost every other state in the Union.
A number have even been born abroad. One Nebraska Negro is
from the Philippine Islands, and at least one was born in Africa.
Those States which have contributed the largest numbers of
their native Negroes to Nebraska are Missouri, Alabama, Kansas;
Kentucky, and Tennessee. Alabama made its greatest contribution
during the World War. It has been estimated, by one who was an
early member of the movement, tha t approximately 1, 000 Negroes
from Brewton, Alabama, enter ed and settled in this State particularly at Omaha, during the years 1917-1920.
'
As a rule Negro immigrants to Nebraska have not come here
directly from their native state. Whether they are northern-born
or southern-born the majority of them have made one or m'o re
~oves, involving. v:irious periods of years, before finally settling
m Nebraska. This is true of approximately two-thirds of the immigrants.
A small percentage of the Negroes of Nebraska, somewhat
less than ten per cent, are of pure African descent. This percentage
grows smaller from year to year as intermarriage between the
pure Africans and those with mixed descent continues. In the
ancestry ~f those not wholly of African descent there is a greater
?r less mixture of white blood. The majority can also be included
m the group possessing Indian and Mexican elements in their
racial heritage.
.
With each s~ccessive generation the process of amalgamation
mcreases. The children of pure Africans and those Of mixed blood
are themselves of a mixed heritage group. In spite of statutory
marriage r estrictions between whites and Negroes some intermingling of the two races occurs, legitimately or otherwise, and
more and more Negroes of mixed heritage arise to r eplace the
pure Africans.
There has always been a preponderance of males over females
among the Negroes of Nebraska. At times, especially during the
Second Great Exodus, this discrepancy between the sexes has been
quite marked. At the present time men still outnumber the women ,
though by a much smaller margin than in form er years.
About two-thirds of Nebraska's Negro population are in the
age group below forty years. One-sixth of the population is under
ten ye~rs of ag~. In comparison with other racial groups the
proport10n of children among Negroes is below normal.
Since, during the First Great Exodus, the Negroes who came
to Neb~aska were, as a rule,_ both unlettered and unskilled, their
occupational status was a foregone conclusion. The only jobs open
!O them were as waiters, porters, janitors, and: like pursuits. Even
~obs such as these were new to the rural-bred immigrants. A · few,
it is true, found work in the industries and packing plants, but
this number was limited by the _fact that competition from other
immigrant groups, together with the indifference .of employers
toward Negro labor, proved to be an obstacle difficult to overcome.

I

+~,~
( -)'

~HEN"'""" OF"~"""

' ' ' ·T hose who entered · Nebraska during the Second Great Exodus
came. at . a time when Negroes .were in demand as laborers to repl,ace ' ·men ·who Ji.ad gone to war,. ·Furthermore they were of a
generation which had entered many .pursuits other than agricul~
ture. Employers learned that Negro . workmen, given the same oppo. rt unities, earn. e. d th
. eir tasks and performed them a·s . creditably
as did laborers from other racial groups.
'" ' The Negroes of N\')braska, as a group, have avidly seized upon
and improved every opportunity presented to them for 4economic
( iiuprovement, so . that today r epresentatives of the race are found
I in' almost every occu~ati'on in the State.
\. ,, The financial resour:ces of the immigrants as a rule have
p·a ralleled their occupational status, since wages offered fo Negroes
are usually low in accordance with the unskilled occupations open
tci ' them. It has been difficult for them, therefore, to lighten the
econolllic burden under which they .labor. The ex-slaves who came ·
to N(!braska, and those who followed them in later years, were
from a class of people who left their old homes with the hope that
they could better their economic status. Since the immigran t with
even a small capital reserve was the exception rather than the
rule, 1t has not been uritil later years that individual enterprise
in ,business might expect some success and ·permanence, though
members of the race have es tablished concerns of their own from
earliest times up to th'e present.
· .. Tne Negro immigrants to Nebraska have been quick to adapt
themselves to . the ways of living and customs of th e peo ple among
whom they settled. This trait has been of considerable value to
th.em , in fitting the.mselves .into a new scheme and in finding a
place in the economic l.i fe of the community. This same adaptability
ha.s facilitated .the transition from rural to urban life, from plantatiqn to city . dwelling, from cotton field to work bench. On the
ot)ler hand, it ..has resulted in an almost complete effacement pf
1 the , characteristic racial custom survivals, in contrast to their s.t ubborn retention in .o ther immigrant groups. In both their home
life and their life and activities as members of the commonwealth
the Negroes of Nebraska, disregarding racial differences, have
blended into the pattern of life in Nebraska, in the space of a few
, years, such as no other group of newcomers has done.
During the early years of Negro immigration to Nebraska there
was a high incidence of illiteracy among the pioneers. The majority of them came from the South, where the educational advantages accorded to Negroes were extremely limited. Since their
arrival in Nebraska, with its free schools open to all races, literacy
has consistently increased among them until today the illiterate
Negro is a rarity. In 1890 there were 1,367 illiterate Negroes in
this State, 19.1 per cent of the total ·colored population. This
figure dropped to 633, or 11.9 per cent, in 1900. The 4S2 illiterates
in · 1910 comprised .7.2 per cent of the Negroes of the State. These
figures illustrate one phase of the efforts of the Negro immigrants
to better their economic status.
The religious background of the early Negro settlers was one
of plantation prayer meetings, augmented and supplemented by
the Negro Church founded in the South by the race itself during
slavery days. Their services followed somewhat the style and usage
of · those i.n white churches, though in their religious life, more
so than in other activities, the Negroes have developed and established ' some usages p.e culiarly their own. Here, virtually free from
contact with another race; they have interpreted the Scriptures ·and
worshipped' at their · churches according to the ·.dictates . of their
conscience.
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Many of the immigrants, the Brewton, Alabama, group, for
one example, not finding exactly what they desired in the way of
religious advantages among the Negroes already established in the
State, have brought their old pastors to Nebraska, reorganized their
congregations, and founded their churches anew. In this one respect alone, the Negro settlers have varied in their customary
adaptability to life and customs as found in their new surroundings.
Permanent settlement, after establishing residence in Nebraska, has not been characteristic of the Negro immigrants.. A
certain proportion, for one or another reason, have found it expedient after a time to leave Nebraska and go to some other State.
Among those that remain in Nebraska one or more _moves within
the State, or even within the city, is common, so that the average
length of Nebraska residence for the Negro immigrant in any
particular place or locality is about seven years.
Social and Econ
·c..Ei:o.blems·
The Negroes of Nebraska constitute a significant factor in the
economic life of the State. That the race has made enormous
progress in its economic and social life in relation to that of the
·s tate as a whole since the first illiterate, unskilled ex-slaves appeared in Nebraska is obvious, yet the fact remains that there is
much to be accomplished before Negroes may be considered as an
integral unit in Nebraska's economic pattern. Here is a group of
fourteen thousand people, faced with a problem common to all
other racial groups, that of earning a living. A number of complications, including discrimination, whether tacit or open, low wages,
long hours, irregular employment, and others, have not served
to ease the economic pressure on the Negroes. If it be said that
these complications arise from the fact that the race has borne a
reputation for shiitlessness and irresponsibility, it may also be
said that Negroes 1are not accorded the same incentive for advancement in employment as are other groups. It is possible that their
chances for better jobs would be greater were · they better prepared
and trained for such jobs.
Whatever the causes, problems do exist among the Negroes,
and manifest themselves in low standards of living, lowered vitality, behavior problems, juvenile delinquency, and others. There
are members of both the Negro and white races to whom the inferior economic status of the Negro is evident. In an effort to develop a plan for improving this situation men of both races met in
an Interracial Conference at Omaha, October 20, 1933, and studie9,
the "Economic Life of Negroes." They found that Negroes are
facing the following problems:
The traditional concepts of jobs for Negroes limit their opportunities for employment.
Negroes are limited to low-wage jobs requiring unskilled
labor.
..!Pfiere is less demand for Negroes in domestic service.
The highest per cent of unemployed is among Negroes .
.:Whenever possible Negroes are replaced by white workers.
"Negroes are denied membership in trade unions.
The standard of living among Negroes is generally low.
The Conference found that the principal causes for these
problems were four:
InE!fficient Negro workers are undesirable as employees.
The color of a Negro's skin arouses prejudice among some
employers.
Very often employers and fellow-employees display a discriminatory attitude toward Negro employees.

\
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There is almost a total lack of organization among Negro
workers.
As possible remedies for the problems the Conference offered
the following suggestions:
Negro workers should organize to protect their interests
and to give themselves the advantages of collective bargaining.
Training in citizenship should be made available to Negro
youth ..
Negroes should be given opportunities for vocational training, and should be trained toward increasing their efficiency as employees.

The economic status of the rural-dwelling Negroes of Nebraska
is comparable to that of the Negro urban dwellers. Since few of
them have ever had the necessary capital to buy a farm the majority are renters. For one or another reason they have found it
difficult to rent the better farms, those with good soil and modern
improvements. The Negro tenant-farmer is further handicapped
in that often he encounters di:fficulty in securing loans, without
which the profitable operation of a farm may become problematic:;i.l.
In comparison to other races, the incomes reported by Negroes
show that their financial status as a group is on the same low level
as that of their economic status in general. This is true even in
instances where, as is often the case, every member of the family
contributes something to the family's income. The two factors of
low wages and irregular employment combine to create a situation
for Negro families in which their yearly income is insufficient for
their needs. Consequently they are usually in debt.
The persistence of this burden of indebtedness is easy to
understand when one learns that the average yearly income of a
Negro family, eighty-five per cent of which is contributed by the
head of the family, with the balance divided about equally between
wife and children, is around $750. Even among white-collar and
skilled workers less than twenty per cent earn over $1,000 annually. Less than five per cent of all Negro wage-earners report
a yearly income in excess of $1,500. An interesting sidelight on
the wage situation is that light-skinned Negroes on an average
earn five to ten dollars more per month than do dark-skinned
workers.
In direct ratio to their low income, the standard of living
among the Negroes of Nebraska is lower than that of any other
group in the State. With so many of them unemployed and dependent upon relatives and welfare or relief agencies for subsistence, the burden borne by those who are employed is increased;
and especially so to many whose income hardly suffices for the
barest necessities of life. Even though the standard of living
among the small percentage of those Negroes who earn in excess
of $1,000 yearly is comparable to that of the members of _other
races in the same income bracket, their general living standard is
apt to be low so long as their average income is below the average
minimum considered as adequate in Nebraska.
In Omaha, Lincqln, and Grand Island, and, to a lesser extent,
in other cities of Nebraska, Negroes are concentrated in districts
sometimes referred to as Negro Town. In Grand Island the section
where Negroes dwell is called Foggy Bottoms. As a rule these districts relegated to the Negroes are characterized by unpaved or
poorly paved streets, inadequate street lighting, absence of playgrounds or other recreational facilities for children, and houses,
many of them mere hovels, usually in dire need of repair.
The average house occupied by Negroes is a one-story building
of four rooms. Nebraska's 14,000 Negroes are crowded into somewhat over 2,000 such structures. A comparison of the average
monthly rental paid by Negroes, approximately $15, with the average figure of $35 for the State as a whole, indicates that the
houses used by Negroes are generally in poor condition.
In keeping with their low economic status, the incidence of
home-ownership among Nebraska Negroes is low. About fifteen
per cent of Negro homes are owned by Negroes, and the majority
of these are encumbered.
The average monthly expenditure for food among Negro
families likewise is low. The greater number, allotting about
twenty to twenty-five dollars per month, and even less, for that

THE NEGRO CREATES A HOME

Schools, churches, interracial forums, etc., should publicize
conditions among Negroes, also their achievements, and
through education promote friendly interracial attitudes.
Persistent appeals to potential employers should point out
"the injustice of excluding Negroes from those positions
in which it has not been the custom to employ them,"
where the potential employee is equipped to fill such positions efficiently.
While this program as developed by the Interracial Conference
may not be entirely adequate, nevertheless it embodies suggestions
which, if adopted generally and in a spirit of cooperation by both
races, could do much . toward improving the economic status of the
Negroes in Nebraska.
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purpose, are ill-fed. Their expenditures for other necessities, including clothes, are in the same ratio.
'l'he problem of health among the Negroes of Nebraska bears
a close correlation with their standard of living, which is in turn
dependent upon their economic status. Mortality among the group
is excessively high in comparison with the average mortality for
all other races. The Omaha Urban League, recognizing that lack
of knowledge in health habits is a factor in maintaining the Negro
death rate at its present excessive figure, in 1928 began the annual observance of National Negro Health Week, the first week in
April, which is a phase of the National Urban League program,
and which advocates cooperative promotion of practical health
movements and activities.
The high death rate among Negroes assumes a more serious
aspect when one considers that, although their death rate is greater
than that of other races, and although their birth rate is likewise
greater than that of other races, in Nebraska their death rate is
greater than their birth rate. In 19 3 8, for example, there were
among Negroes 207 deaths, but only 173 births. The greatest mortality, found among Negro infants, is generally attributed to the
necessity for Negro mothers to work outside the home, lack of
sufficient parental care of infants, and lack of proper pre-natal
and post-natal care for mothers and babies.
Poor sanitation, delayed medication, quack doctors, and congested dwellings are an factors contributing to the high death rate
among Negroes. These are conditions which may be considered as
outgrowths of their low economic status, and which are apt to remain in one form or another so long as an excessively low standard
of living persists among the Negroes of Nebraska.
Although it is no longer accepted by scientists that Negroes,
because of their racial heritage, are more susceptible to some diseases than are other races, the fact still remains that the death
rate among them from certain diseases is greater than that for
other racial elements in Nebraska. This condition will no doubt
persist so long as their health habits remain at their present low
level in conformation with their low standard of living. The most
prevalent causes of death among Negroes are those characteristic
of a population whose economic status and medical facilities are
below normal. These are tuberculosis, heart disease, pneumonia,
and syphilis.
The medical facilities available to Negroes are the same as
those used by all races in Nebraska. Yet their economic plight often
denies to them proper medical treatment at a time when it could be
most beneficial. The income of so many of them, just barely sufficient for the daily necessities of food and shelter, leaves no margin
to be spent toward the prevention and for the treatment of illness.
There is no hospital in Nebraska wP.ich is operated wholly for
the benefit of Negroes, but hospitals are available to them when
they need hospitalization. The various clinics conducted in Omaha
and Lincoln are open to Negroes, and are used by them, though
they do not visit the clinics with the regularity that they should.
In 1890 a Colored Woman's Club, affiliated with the State
Federation of Women's Clubs. was organized in Nebraska with the
purpose of teaching Negro women something of the laws of healthful living, child welfare, and motherhood. Since 1928 the Visiting
Nurse Association has endeavored to help Negro mothers by visiting
them in their homes and by encouraging them to bring their babies
to health clinics for examination at regular intervals.
The incidence of crime among the Negroes of Nebraska is disproportionately high, just as their economic status is disproportionately low. Lack of employment, poverty, and a general unad-

justment to the economic and social life of the community are unquestionably factors in the behavior problems of the Negroes.
Further investigation reveals that, although Negro criminals are
more numerous than white criminals in proportion to their population, their crimes consist almost wholly of petty offenses. The ratio
of female to male offenders is quite high, but that of young offenders
is low, so far as actual crimes are concerned.
There is a high percentage of delinquency among the Negro
youth. This is hardly surprising when one considers that the congested slums where so many of them live do not constitute a proper
environment for growing children. In addition parental discipline,
with both parents often working away from home, is necessarily
lax. With limited opportunities for wholesome recreation, in comparison with other groups, a high delinquency rate is not surprising.
Although most of their arrests are for misdemeanors, Negroes, comprising about one per cent of the State's population,
nevertheless total, in the cities at least, about ten per cent of all
those arrested; twenty-five per cent of female offenders are Negroes.
These figures strongly indicate that faulty economic and social
adjustment constitutes an important factor in the problem of Negro
crime.
Although the figure varies from time to time, usually about
thirty-seven per cent of the Negro population of Nebraska is directly
or indirectly dependent upon the governmental relief programs. This
number includes those receiving direct relief as well as those
depending upon work relief. Negroes are represented in almost
every department of the relief program, from the white-collar projects on down to the direct relief agencies.
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The Negro Finds A Job
In the industrial life of Nebraska Negroes are faced, as in their
entire economic life, with the problem of an inferior status. Unemployment is wide-spread among the group. The majority of those
who are working do so under the handicaps o.f low wages, seasonal
employment, and lack of opportunity for advancement. Several
reasons could be advanced as to why the industrial status of Negroes
is so low: first, the supply of unskilled labor greatly exceeds the
demand; second, many Negro workers have not qualified themselves
to meet increased standards of efficiency; third, most trade unions
in Nebraska exclude Negroes from membership; fourth, segregation
and other manifestations of race prejudice tend to prolong the
period of economic and social maladjustment.
During the early years of their settlement in Nebraska Negroes
accepted any employment offered them. Jobs open to them were
usually of the personal service type, such as porters, janitors, and
waiters, though many of them found jobs as day laborers. Gradually
they began to get a foothold in the industries, especially in the
packing plants and in various branches of service on the railroads.
The hotels have been a source of employment to many Negroes of
both sexes. Today Negroes are represented, though not always proportionally, in almost every field of employment, and impartial
employers report that their reliability and efficiency is in general
equal to those of any racial group.
Although the number of rural dwelling Negroes in Nebraska
has always been small there are less of them at the present time
than ever before. One reason for the drop in the number of Negro
farmers is the several consecutive years of drouth; white farmers
as well have been similarly affected. The main factor, however,
probably lies in the fact that Negroes, principally because of financial handicaps, have in general been unsuccessful in Nebraska as
farmers.
...
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The number of Negro farmers in Nebraska increased through
the first few decades of the State's history and reached its peak in
1890, when 114 farms were operated by 1-;egroes. Of these 67 were
owned by members of the race; the rest were rented. By 1935 only
14 farms were still owned by Negroes, out of a total of 38 operated
by them. These 14 farms were valued at $149,530, and consisted
of 4,454 acres under cultivation. When one compares the number of
Negro farms with the total number of farms in Nebraska, about
134,000, it is evident that the number of rural Negroes is almost
negligible. Most of them are located in the western part of the
State, with several in Scotts Bluff County. Negro farmers, including
tenant farmers, are found in 21 of Nebraska's 93 counties.
A further index to the economic status of the urban-dwelling
Negroes of Nebraska appears when one considers their occupational
classification. Of those actually holding jobs, about sixty per cent
fall into the unskilled group. Since this figure would be much higher
if all those now unemployed were working, "it indicates the high
concentration of Negro wage-earners in the low-income bracket.
About twenty-seven per cent are semi-skilled, eight per cent are
skilled, and about five per cent hold white-collar jobs. Less than
four per cent of all Nebraska's Negroes are included in the professions.
The bulk of Negro labor is found in the packing industries,
the railroads, and in hotels, restaurants, and clubs. A large percentage is employed in general house work. Among skilled workers
about twenty-six per cent are employed, forty-nine per cent are
unemployed, and the rest, twenty-five per cent, are on relief, either
direct or work relief.
Actually Negroes are distributed throughout almost every type
of employment in Nebraska, in common with all races, though
their representation in the high-income, more skilled fields is not
proportional. In the packing industry, however, and in others where
they have similarly been employed for a number of years, more
responsible positions are becoming available to them.
It has been a source of some satisfaction to the Negroes themselves to know that with the passage of time more and more members of the race achieve the status of permanent employment. This
process of stabilization is slow, it is true, but they have made
noticeable progress. The situation is yet far from ideal; Negro workers remain on one job about three years, and in the same trade
an average of fifteen years.
This excessive turnover of Negro workers in industry has been
a matter of concern to members of both races. Whether the cause
lies with employer, employee, or the nature of the job itself cannot
always be stated. The issue is still further obscured by the opinion
of twenty-seven out of thirty-one employers who, employing 1,160
of the 1,175 Negro workers involved, stated that their work was as
good as, and in a few individual cases even better than, that of
other races.
Realizing the desirability of a stable and harmonious industrial life for the Negroes of Nebraska, an interracial committee of
representative employees and social workers has offered the following recommendations toward this end:
Colored employees should meet with their employers and
seek a solution . of their problems through mutual discussion.
Opportunities for further training to increase their efficiency
should be made easily available to Negro workers.
Discriminating employment agencies, qualified to convince
applicants for employment of the need for preparation to
fit the job, should seek to place employees on jobs which
their traning enables them to handle efficiently.

Systematic attempts to educate workers and employers
regarding their mutual dependence and responsibility
should be made through constructive conversation, meetings, published articles, and lectures.
In spite of the economic advances made by Negroes in the
years since they first came to Nebraska, they still feel that they
are at a disadvantage, principally because of their race, when they
compete with workers of other races. They feel that their place in
the general industrial life of the State is lower than it should be,
and look to the social leaders, both white and Negro, to enlarge
their opportunities.
It must not be inferred that all opportunities for the economic
and industrial advance of the Negro element of Nebraska are being
stifled. Negroes are consistently penetrating fields of endeavor
hitherto closed to them; in small numbers, it is true, though this
is not strange in view of the obstacles to be overcome. The depression years were especially felt in Nebraska, a predominantly agricultural State which was forced to weather several successive years
of drouth and crop failures. The employment rolls have therefore
been severely curtailed. It seems a valid assumption that Negro
advancement toward stable and more general employment has thus
been seriously hindered.
In support of their contention that, given equal advantages and
opportunities with other races, Negroes can be as efficient and
reliable as whites, it is significant that in most cases where they
have been so employed they have fulfilled their obligations creditably.
There are almost 14,000 Negroes in Nebraska, yet only between
3,000 and 4,000 are engaged in gainful employment. This figure
does not include women and children in domestic service. The total
monthly income of Negro workers, less than $200,000, when calculated on the basis of per capita income, amounts to approximately
$15. Although slightly augmented by the meager earnings of
employed women and children, the average income of Negroes
is below that considered as sufficient to maintain a minimum standard of living in America.
In the industries, at least, the wages paid Negroes are identical
with those paid workers of other races performing identical tasks.
Here their employment status is perfectly normal, and they have
voiced no complaint. Their greatest cause for resentment lies in the
fact that they du not have proportional representation in the higher
wage brackets.
Negro workers find another cause for complaint in that so
many of the jobs allotted to them are of a seas®nal nature. Less
than thirty per cent of the potential working group have full-time
employment. About forty per cent at any one time are without jobs,
so that approximately thirty per cent are intermittently employed.
The problem of earning a living places the average Negro of
Nebraska under a condition of life-long economic pressure. Many
Negroes are born into poverty-stricken homes and are forced to
leave school at an early age in order to go to work and help augment the family income. Those who follow this course seldom rise
above the status of unskilled workers. Since the employment of
unskilled workers is usually uncertain, those among them who earn
in excess of $ 5 0 0 in any single year are the exceptions. Situations
such as this are to be found in any group, but the Negroes feel
that a disproportionately large number of their people are thus
economically and financially handicapped. It is chiefly the workers
in the lowest paid types of employment, also, who have any reason
for complaint concerning the conditions under which they work:.
Many of them put in long hours at their jobs, under all sorts -of
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conditions, with no extra pay; whereas those in the higher-paying
groups work the same hours and under the same conditions as
employees of other races. Moreover, when Negroes on the better
jobs have to work overtime, as all employees occasionally do in the
industries, they are paid the customary over-time extra wage.
Between 1,500 and 2,000 Negro women are employed in Nebraska. Those employed as elevator operators, charwomen, and
hotel maids average about $10 weekly, yet $3 is about the average
weekly wage for all Negro working women. Since the bulk of the
women are employed in domestic service it can be seen that their
earnings in this field are extremely low.
About five per cent of the Negro workers of Nebraska are
members of a trade or labor union whose membership is limited to
Negroes. Another one per cent hold membership in locals admitting
Negroes and whites impartially. The remaining ninety-four per cent
for one reason or another are not affiliated with any organized labor
group. In spite of the fact that the majority of Negro laborers can
satisfy the requirements for membership in a union, the percentage
of non-members remains high because of the indifference of the
workers toward union affiliations, and also because many locals do
not encourage Negro membership. Most Negro members of trade or
labor unions belong to the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters,
or to the Brotherhood of Dining Car Waiters, both all-Negro unions.
These unions are the modern counterparts of the first semblance of ·
a trade organization among Nebraska Negroes, which arose in
Omaha in 18 8 7. The colored barbers, deciding that it was "unprofessional," as they termed it, for them to work beside white barbers,
struck and refused to return to work until their white competitors
were removed to other shops.
The business life of Nebraska Negroes has developed from the
zero level of 1865 to the point where, today, they operate around
two hundred concerns of all types, catering to all classes of patronage. The total number of live enterprises varies considerably
from tlme to time, since the average life of a Negro business establishment in Nebraska is about two years. This high business mortality is due principally to the factors of insufficient working capital,
faulty management, and lack of experience. Representative of the
most successful individuals and concerns among Negro business
people of Omaha are Mrs. Kate Wilson, who operates a school of
cosmetology; Milton Johnson, drug store proprietor; Carey Brothers,
grocers; Shipman Brothers, contractors; and, in the field of catering, Thomas P. Mahammit and Mrs. Helen Mahammitt. There are,
of course, others who have achieved more or less success in business, but space does not permit mention of more than a few. Noteworthy are J. S. Craig, who, in 1884, owned and operated the first
steam laundry in Hastings, and whose territory extended as far as
Denver, Colorado; also a Mr. Lewis, who opened, in 1890, at 10th
and Capitol Streets in Omaha, the first hotel catering entirely to
Negro guests.
The Negro Becomes a Citizen
In the State of Nebraska Negroes, as citizens of the United
States of America, are entitled to the rights and privileges accorded
the citizens of all races. This situation was theoretically true even
during the days of slavery in this country, inasmuch as Nebraska
is north of the Mason-Dixon line, which was the · boundary between
slave territory and free territory. As stated earlier there have been
a number of cases of slavery in Nebraska during its Territorial
days, snce slave-holders who settled in the Territory were permitted
to bring their property with them. The question which arose, then,
whether or not to permit slave-holding in the Territory, and, in
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addition, whether or not to accord to Negroes a legal status equal
to that of white citizens, was a political issue for some years to
come.
It was thought at one time that the Missouri Compromise
permanently settled the question of slavery in Nebraska. This measure, introduced in Congress in 1819 .and enacted in 1820, though
not effective until 1821, admitted Missouri into the Union as a
slave state, but forever prohibited slavery north of the southern
boundary of Missouri; namely, 36 degrees 30 minutes north latitude.
This compromise, the first act in Am~rican history which by law
divided the North and the South respectively into free and slave
territories, remained in force until repealed by the NebraskaKansas Bill of 1854.
The first Nebraska bill for territorial organization, introduced
in Congress in 1844, failed to pass. The bill was reintroduced in
1848, and again failed to pass. In the meantime the controversy
over the territorial restrictions on slavery as outlined by the Missouri Compromise had become so heated that in 1850 a substitute
bill, known as the Compromise of 1850, was enacted. By the terms
of this measure the question of whether or not to permit slavery
in any new State or Territory was left to the will of the people of
that particular State or Territory.
A third bill for the territorial organization of Nebraska, introduced in 1853, failed of passage. The following year, 1854, a fourth
measure, the Nebraska-Kansas bill, was introduced in Congress.
By its provisions the Missouri Compromise was repealed, leaving
the question of slavery to be decided by the new Territories themselves. It was finally passed and enacted, and by the terms of the
Organic Act the Territory of Nebraska was admitted to the Union
in 1854.
The question of the legal status of the Negro in Nebraska was
still far from being settled. In 18 5 5 a bill to prevent the settlement of free Negroes in Nebraska Territory was introduced in the
First Territorial Legislature. Although the bill never became a law,
it served to indicate the current strife over the slavery question.
So far as the Territory itself was concerned, this question was
settled a few years later. In 1859 the Sixth Territorial Legislature
passed a bill to abolish and prevent slavery in the Territory of
Nebraska. Governor Black vetoed the bill in 1860, but in 1861 the
Seventh Territorial Legislature passed it over his veto, and it was
enacted into law.
The Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 freed all slaves in
the Unite.d States. The Ninth Territorial Legislature of Nebraska
in 1864 passed a joint resolution endorsing this action of .President
Lincoln. In spite of these developments, which theoretically allowed
to Negroes the same rights possessed by other races, many of these
privileges were still denied to them in Nebraska. In 1866 there
were, among other restrictions governing Negroes, those which
prohibited their giving evidence in court against whites, and sitting
as jurors at a trial by jury. Some of these restrictions were removed
in this year by the passage, over the veto of President Johnson,
of the Civil Rights Bill.
Nebraska applied for admission to the Union as a State in
1866, and was actually voted in by Congress. The Constitution
offered by Nebraska was, however, returned as unacceptable because
it denied to Negroes the right to vote. In 1867 the last Territorial
Legislature passed, over the veto of Acting-Governor Paddock,
a bill for the removal of distinctions on account of race or color.
Congress accepted the revised Constitution, and a bill admitting
Nebraska to full statehood was passed over the veto of President
Johnson.

26

THE NEGilOES OF NEBRASKA .

The Negro ceased to be a political issue in Nebraska in 1870,
and his legal status was defined and established on an equal basis
with that of all citizens by the State's ratification of the Fifteenth
Amendment to the Constitution of the United States.
In spite of the provisions of the Bill of Rights, which in theory
ensures the equal exercise and enjoyment of all rights and privileges, by all Nebraska citizens, regardless of race or color, Negroes
through the years have found that white prejudice has limited their
activities in this respect. Even appeals to the courts have brought
them little satisfaction; cases concerning the civil rights of Negroes
have usually been decided against them, often on a slight technicality. In one case, however, the Supreme Court of Nebraska decided for Negroes, affirming their right to sit as jurors equally with
white citizens.
Even though, according to the Constitution of the State of
Nebraska, Negroes as citizens of the state exercise the right to
vote, at first the white voters were reluctant to grant them this
privilege. In 1867, the year in which Nebraska became a state,
Negroes were warned to stay away from the polls at Nebraska City.
In Omaha, in the same year, white voters intimidated them with
guns and knives. The first Negro ever to vote in Nebraska was
James Walker, who, though unsuccessfully challenged on the
grounds of residence, cast bis ballot at a city charter election ii.
Plattsmouth, April 3, 1867. Negroes no longer encounter any
dHficulties in voting in NebraRka; in this respect, at lea st, their
citizenship is unquestioned.
The Negro In Public Life
The problems confronting the Negroes of Nebraska in their
lives and activities as citizens of the State have been recognized
by the Negroes themselves as problems arising chiefly from racial
dissimilarities between Negroes and whites. Consequently the leading members of the group have for many years endeavored in one
way or another to adjust interracial attitudes so that Negro citizens
can function harmoniously with white citizens as civic units. To this
end they have founded a number of organizations, some of which
are state branches of national societies, for the purpose of bettering
the civic status of Negroes.
Negro organizations which have worked constantly to advance
the cause of equal rights for Negro citizens, and have likewise
encouraged a program for the development of better interracial
relations, are headed by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, which has a branch organization in Nebraska. Other organizations with similar purposes are the State
Federation of Colored Women's Clubs; the Negro post of the
American Legion; the Nebraska branches at Omaha and Lincoln of
the National Urban League; the Colored Commercial Club of Omaha;
the Negro Civic Council of Omaha (organized in 1937 but at present
inactive), headed by its "Negro Mayor;" the Negro Chamber of
Commerce of Omaha; and others. Space does not permit a history
or detailed discussion of each of these groups individually. Their
aims, in general, are more or less similar, though they differ somewhat in the nature and scope of their related activities.
The Negroes living in Nebraska's two largest cities, Omaha
and Lincoln, have always felt that their share of jobs in the field of
public service should be considerably above what it is. It is true that
Negroes hold positions in connection with municipal, county, state,
and federal governments, but they feel that more such jobs should
be made available to the race, and base their argument on population percentage and the amount of taxes paid by the group. Until
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positions of Inspector of Weights and Measures, Deputy Oil Inspector, Whiskey Gauger, and Deputy Sheriff. One, Millard F.
Singleton, was at one time, 1885, a Justice of the Peace in Douglas
County, two years after he came to Omaha in 1883.

of an organized social life. The necessity of earning a living and of
establishing themselves in a new country denied to them both the
opportunity and the time to organize fraternal societies, welfare
agencies, and the like. For the majority of the group today, ha~d
pressed economically, recreational advantages and other social
privileges are of the meagerest sort.
In spite of disadvantages and obstacles the Negroes of the
State have developed a diversified social life which in its activities
approaches and includes in some manner every member of the
group. Fifty years ago their entire social life centered in their
churches and began and ended on Sunday; now they have clubs,
fraternal orders, women's clubs, welfare organizations, youth organizations, and recreational facilities open to all. It is true that,
especially in the field of recreation, their needs are far from being
satisfied, but at least they have a foundation upon which to build.
Their chief handicap is a lack of funds.
There are today in Omaha alone some twenty-five clubs and
societies with a total membership of over two thousand. There are
a score of such groups in Lincoln, numbering about three hundred
members. Throughout the State about twenty per cent of the Negro
population belongs to some social organization, local or national.
While the majority of these groups are of a purely fraternal nature,
others fill a number of basic needs in Negro community life, with
programs of education, culture, recreation, vocational training, and
welfare aid actively promoted.
First of the Negro clubs organized only as a medium for social
intercourse was the Pleasant Hour Club, which was formed about
fifty years ago. Its membership was limited to those persons considered as belonging to Omaha's "upper class" Negro society. Although the club ceased to exist a number of years ago, its place is
filled by the present Aloha Club. Other similar organizations are
the Entre Nous Club, the Beau Brummels Club, the Dames Club,
the Jolly Twenty Club, the Trojan Club, the Quack Club, and, in
Lincoln. the Smart Set Club.
The outstanding event in the social life of the Negroes of
Omaha is the · annual ·Coronation Ball held in Dreamland Hall. The
presentation service, which introduces the new King and Queen
Borealis, and a 'Coronation Pageant precede the ball. The entire
colorful ceremony is sponsored by the Church of St. Phillip the
Deacon.
The more serious aspect of Negro social life, that of their
relationship and interdependence with the community as a whole,
presents an entirely different picture. This is especially true among
the rank and file of the Negro laboring class, getting along on an
insufficient income, dwelling in congested slums, both in Omaha
and Lincoln. The public-spirited, progressive men of both the white
and the Negro groups have long understood that the problems
raised by this situation are a matter for mutual concern. Consequently, in 1914 a Nebraska branch of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People, founded at New York City in
1908, was organized at Omaha, with Rev. John Albert Williams,
Negro clergyman, as its first president.
Although the membership of the N. A. A. C. P., comprising
both Negroes and whites, has fallen below its former level of one
thousand, the organization, under the leadership of Dr. Wesley
Jones, is still actively pursuing its purpose. Its chief objective is to
help secure for Negroes equal rights with all races, as provided by
the national Constitution, when such rights have been infringed
upon. In the interest of full citizenship rights for Negroes the Association has waged a campaign against illegal convictions, lynchings,
civil and political discrimination, and venal politicians. In recent

The Negro In Politics
In the first years following the establishment of their right to
vote the Negroes of Nebraska were predominantly Republican becaus~ of their gratitude to President Lincoln and the Republican
administration which freed them from slavery. In later years and
at the present they are nominally about equally divided between
the two major political parties. Actually, however, they have learned
to cast their vote for the candidate whom .they believe is most apt
to show some interest in their welfare.
Although in politics, as in so many phases of their activities,
they have been handicapped because of their race, Negroes have
nevertheless exhibited an active interest. A Negro ran for the office
of Mayor of Blair, Nebraska, in 1881. Although he was defeated
he received seventy-five votes. Henry Brown, Negro, was elected
Mayor of Brownville. Nebraska, April 4, 1893.
Political leadership among the Negroes of Nebraska was first
assumed by Cyrus D. Bell, a newspaper man and an ex-slave, about
1880. E. R. Overall, another ex-slave and the first Negro mail
carrier in Omaha, succeeded him and headed the group until Dr.
M. 0. Ricketts, about 1890, came into power. Dr. Ricketts served
two terms in the State Legislature, beginning in 1892. Other
Negroes to serve as members of the State Legislature have been
Dr. John A. Singleton, F. L. Barnett, Dr. A. M. McMillan, George
W. Hibbler, John Adams, Jr., now serving, in the Unicameral
Legislature, his third term, and John Owen, who, since December
15, 1936, has held the office of "Negro Mayor" of Omaha. He is the
first and only individual to be accorded that honor by his people.
One of the most prominent Negro politicians of Nebraska was
Bud Lindsay, owner of the old Savoy hotel at Lincoln. He was a
delegate to the national convention of 1896 which nominated
William McKinley for president of the United States.
There is, in nearly all of the larger cities of Nebraska, a Negro
political club. Many, in fact, the majority of them have had a short
life, though usually they are reorganized and become more or less
active during political campaigns. Probably the oldest of these
organizations is the Abraham Lincoln Afro-American Voters'
League, organized at Lincoln, Nebraska, in 1879. The following
year, in 1880, the Negroes of Omaha organized a Republican Club.
Present-day political leadership among the Negroes of Nebraska
is not centered in any single individual. There are several men
whose political influence among the members of their race establishes them in positions of leadership and public service. Among
these are Attorney H. J. Pinkett, Republican party leader, Harry
Leland, .S tate Oil Inspector at the Port of Entry, John Owen, former
State Legislator, John Adams, Jr., present State Senator, and
Arthur B. McCaw, also a Republican party leader.

Social Life
The Negroes of Nebraska have for many years had a social
life which, perhaps as much as in any other phase of their activities,
is independent from the influence of other racial groups. A number
of their social organizations nevertheless function with the direct
aid and active assistance of white co-workers.
During the first years of their residence in Nebraska Negroes
were too few in number to have more than the barest semblance
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years it has extended its efforts tow_ard bettering t~e econo~ic
status of Negroes, in cooperation with other agencies working
toward the same end.
In 1928 a local branch of the National Urban League was
organized at Omaha, as an outgrowth of the Colored Coi:nmercial
Club. The first executive secretary was J. Harvey Kerns .. Five years
later, in 1933, another local branch was organized at _Lmcoln. The
executive board of each branch of the Urban League mcludes both
Negroes and whites. The active manager:r:ient of the organizations
is in the hands of their executive secretaries, chosen from members
of the Negro race because of their qualifications as leaders and
executives. The present executive secretary of the <?maha ~rban
League is Raymond R. Brown, formerly at Akron, Ohio. At Lmcoln
the post is held by Millard F. Woods.
The constitution of the Omaha Urban League states that the
primary function of the League is to foster the impro".e~ent of th_e
industrial, housing, economic, health, social, and spintua~ conditions of Negroes by: ( 1) Encouraging better understandu_ig and
fellowship between the races. ( 2) Making any necessary ~tu dies and
surveys of conditions. ( 3) Coordination and_ cooperation among
existing agencies and organizations by developmg such other a~en
cies and organizations as may be found necessary. ( 4) Promotmg,
encouraging, assisting, and engaging in any and all kinds of work
toward the accomplishment of the purposes of the League.
The Omaha Urban League further defines its activities by
classifying them into four groups, as follows: (1) To coordinate
the efforts of persons and organizations working for the wel~3:re
of the colored people of Omaha. ( 2) To secure larger opportumties
for colored people through public and private social agencies. ( ~)
To investigate the social and industrial conditions of Negroes m
Omaha as a basis for practical work. ( 4) To improve the social and
industrial conditions of Negroes, with emphasis on health, housing,
education, recreation, employment, and delinquency.
.
The program o.f the Lincoln Urban League embodies eight
points, as follows: (1) . To provide a place for ~upervised recreation and social activities. ( 2) To sponsor neighborhood clubs
and activities in those districts where needed. ( 3) To create opportunities for employment of colored people. ( 4) To serve as a clearing house on all welfare matters of Lincoln Negroes. ( 5) To encourage better health conditions among Lincoln Negroes through
cooperation with the established health agencies. ( 6) 'J:'.O sponsor
regular forums and discussions concerning Negro and mterracial
problems and relations. ( 7) To promote better interracial relations by improving and widening the cultura~ life of. the Ne~ro.
( 8) To work in close cooperation with all established social agencies.
The Urban Leagues of Omaha and Lincoln, in common with
practically all Negro organizations in Nebraska, are work_i~~ under
severe handicaps. They do not have the necessary facilities nor
quarters spacious enough to accommodate all those who c?uld be
benefitted by their program. Limited funds further curtail their
activities yet even these obstacles have not prevented the organizations r'rom carrying out a program of undeniable social value
among the Negroes of Nebraska.
The State Federation of Colored Women's Clubs includes five
local chapters in Omaha and one in Lincoln. These chapters are all
branches of the National Federation, and are a lso affiliated with
the white Womens' Federated Clubs of Nebraska. The first chapter
among Negro women was organized at Omaha in 1890. The purpose
of these clubs is to improve conditions among Negro women. As
part of their program they make available to wo~en instructions
in healthful living, home making. motherhood, child welfare, and
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disease prevention. The clubs cooperate with other established
agencies for social service and welfare. Each chapter meets monthly,
and the State Federation, since 1905, has been meeting annually.
Ever since his arrival at Omaha in 1891, Rev. John Albert
Williams was, until his death in 1934, an outstanding figure in
social leadership among the Negroes of Nebraska. As first president
of the N. A. A. C. P., and through his newspaper, the Omaha Monitor,
he fought tirelessly for the improvement of the social and economic
status of Negroes.
There is not space to mention all those among Nebraska's
Negroes who have given of their time, money, and efforts to help
their race. Most of these, however, have at one time or another
been identified with the Nebraska Federation of Colored Womens'
Clubs, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, or the Urban League. The present executive secretary of the
Omaha Urban League, Raymond R. Brown, and of the Lincoln
Urban League, Millard F. Woods, the president of the N. A. A. C. P.,
Dr. Wesley .Jones of Omaha, the president of the Nebraska Federation of Colored Womens' Clubs, Mrs. Lillian Wright, and others,
many of them mentioned elsewhere in this text, are genuinely and
whole-heartedly working for the cause of racial advancement and
better interracial relations.
There are six Negro organizations in Omaha and Lincoln whose
program of activities includes direct welfare work insofar as their
funds permit. Some of these also offer recreational facilities, educational courses, and vocational training. All of them are handicapped in the usual way. Insufficient funds and cramped quarters
limit their activities and curtail their personnels.
Woodson Center, a branch of the South Omaha Social Settlement Association, was founded in 1926, and was originally known
as the Cultural Center. Under the direction of its Head Resident,
Mrs. M. L . Rhone, and supported by the Omaha Community Chest,
though a small membership fee is paid by those who can afford it,
the Center fills a definite need in the lives of the Negroes of South
Omaha.
The work of the Community Center in Omaha was comparable
to that of Woodson Center on the South Side. It was organized in
1920, but no longer maintains an individual existence, having consolidated with the Urban League in 1934. A similar Community
Center, under the direction of the Urban League, serves the Negroes
of Lincoln.
A Colored Old Folks' Home, organized in Omaha in 1913, cares
for the indigent aged. It is managed by a board of directors, and is
supported by the Community Chest. The Lincoln branch is known
as the Davis Home.
The Theodore Roosevelt Post of the American Legion, organized by ex-service men among the Negroes of Omaha in 1919, with
Dr. Amos B. Madison as its first commander, carries out a relatively
extensive program of relief and social welfare. It has succeeded the
War Camp Community Service, which was organized in 1918, with
Byron K. Armstrong as its first director, and has .considerably
broadened the field of activities of the former organization. The
present commander of the Post is Charles J. Coleman.
The Centralized Commonwealth Civic Club, commonly called
the 4 C club, was organized in 19 3 7. Under the direction of its
president, Edward Fletcher, the club sponsors group activities and
community events among the Negroes of Omaha. It has a membership of about one hundred and ten people.
There are three troops of Boy Scouts among the Negroes of
Omaha: Troop 23 , organized before the World War, Troop 79, and
Troop 83 , sponsored by Woodson Center. Troop 79, under Scout-
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master Thomas P. Mahammitt, numbers more Eagle Scouts among
its members than any other BoY, Scout troop in America. The colored
Boy Scouts attend an annual outing at Camp Gifford. There is one
Boy Scout troop among the Negroes of Lincoln. In both cities a
high level of cooperation exists between the colored and the white
Boy Scout organizations.
A branch of the Young Womens' Christian Association, known
as the North Side Y. W. C. A., was established for the Negro girls
of Omaha in 1919. The organization is of particular value in that its
activities are extended considerably beyond those normally within
the Y. W. C. A. sphere. There is no branch organization for the
Negro girls of Lincoln, but its place is filled by the Girl Reserves.
There is also a Colored Girl Reserves organization in Omaha.
The first fraternal organization among the Negroes of Nebraska was the Good Templar Lodge, founded at Lincoln in 1874.
It is not active at present. The Knights of Pythias, with chapters in
both. Omaha and Lincoln, was formerly much more active than
today. Other lodges, now inactive, include the United Brothers of
Friendship, the Grand United Order of Odd Fellows, the Royal
Circle, the Knights and Daughters of Tabor, the Daughters and
Sons of Jerusalem, the Daughters of Bet.h el, and the Court of
Calanthe.
,,
The Masons, with several lodges in both Omaha and Lincoln,
have about 750 members among Nebraska Negroes. They own their
own Masonic Temple in Omaha and in Lincoln. The Benevolent
and Protective Order of Elks has lodges in both Omaha and Lincoln, and in both cities, like the Masons, the Order owns the buildings. There are about 400 members in this organization.
The ladies' auxiliary to the Masons is known as the Order of
the Eastern Star; that of the Elks is known as the Daughters of
Isis. Both groups have chapters in Omaha and Lincoln.
There are two Greek . letter fraternities among Nebraska ·
Negroes. Both of these limit their · membership to college students
and former college students of Nebraska Universities. Alpha Phi
Alpha, organized at Lincoln in 19 2 7, has chapters in both Lincoln
and Omaha. Kappa Alpha Psi was organized in 1929.
Although the Negro fraternal organizations limit their activities
in general to those of a purely social nature, those that can afford it
aid somewhat in the welfare activities of other Negro organizations. Death benefits and some relief are available to the members
of groups financially able to offer them. Primarily, however, the
lodges are benevolent organizations. One, the Elks, awards an
annual university scholarship to the winner of an oratorical contest
sponsored by it.
To the Negroes of Nebraska, particularly those in Omaha, the
problem of amusement and recreation is one of peculiar importance. Although legally they are admitted to all public and municipal playgrounds, parks, and swimming pools in common with all
races, actually they have been discouraged in their attempts to use
them. Consequently they have turned to other sources of entertainment. Too often these turn out to be questionable resorts,
pool halls, or low types of dance halls. The Urban Leagues aid the
Social Settlement Houses to do the best they can, through supervised recreation and planned amusement to counteract these influences, but the limitations previously mentioned handicap them.
Two men, Martin Thomas and Clyde W. Malone, directors respectively of recreational activities at the Urban Leagues in Omaha
and Lincoln, carry on programs of organized recreation for Negro
youth which are invaluable as an aid to character-building.
For the past nineteen years an annual picnic, sponsored by the
Sunday School Alliance of twelve Omaha Negro Churches, both
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Methodist and Baptist, ·and held in Elmwood Park the last Thursday in August, is the most important outing of the year. About ten
thousand Negroes in and about· Omaha usually attend ·this picnic.
Another annual picnic, sponsored by the Urban League, is also held
for the o:lder people.
.
The Negroes in past years often held local celebrations or
picnics · on the anniversary of the Emancipation Procla.mation,
though never on such a scale as were. those in other states, Kansas,
for example. One of the first well-organized festivals ever held by
Negroes in Ne.braska was a celebration in Omaha, August 1., 1878,
on the anniversary and in honor of the emancipation of slaves in
the West Indies.
·
It is interesting to note that the first Afro-American fair ever
held in the United States took place in: Omaha, July 3-4, 1894. Only
Negro-owned horses were entered in the races, and all exhibits
were r estricted to articles made or owned by Negroes.
-I

The Negro Goes To School
In only one phase of their life do the Negroes of Nebraska
approach equality with all other races, and that is with regard
to their educational status. There is only one. system of schools in
Nebraska for all people, and a.n students, regardless of race, color,
or creed, are admitted impartially. Negroes attend Nebraska schools,
from kindergarten through the graduate colleges of the universities
upon an equal basis with whites.
·
·
'
There is in general a high level of literacy among the Negroes
of Nebraska. In some cities in the State there are no Negroes who
are illiterate. Throughout the State less than one per cent of the
Negro population is illite.rate, a figure which compares favorably
with any other racial group in Nebraska. Most of those who are
unable to read or write are recent arrivals from Southern rural
districts.
The Negro population of America at the close of the Civil War
was almost entirely illiterate. Among the ex-slaves who settled in
Nebraska during Territorial and early Statehood days there were
very few who could read or write. This condition has · been generally
true of the Southern Negro emigrant, even, somewhat to · the
present day, since many of them come from rural districts of the
South, where schools are inadequate and where no compulsory
educations laws exist.
Negroes coming to Nebraska, however, were not backward in
realizing the advantages of an education, and were quick to grasp
the opportunities offered by Nebraska's educational system. As
early as 1865 Negroes enrolled in the Public .Schools of Omaha. The
first Negroes to graduate from Omaha High Schools were Harry
Curry and Comfort Baker, in 1880. William A. Wiggington was the
first Negro graduate, June 6, 1889, of the Lincoln Public Schools.
Since 18 6 5 school attendance and literacy have steadily increased
among the Negro group until at the present time the illiterate
Negro is a rarity.
In education, as in every other phase of their life, the economic
status of Nebraska Negroes is a vital controlling factor. Many of
them, faced with ·the necessity of earning a living for themselves
are obliged to leave school . at an early age and go to work. Th~
average ~egro child ceases to attend school at the age of fifteen,
so that his average time spent in school is eight years. Consequently,
although the school · attendance of Negro children· through the
grades is fairly . constant, from . then .on to the final year of high
school there is a sharp decline in the percentage of Negro students.
There is a .c onsiderable disp.a rity· .b etween · the number of · Negro
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high school students, about twenty-five per ce11t of those qualified
to enter high school, and the number of high school graduates,
less than ten per cent of those who completed the grades. This
disparity is still further emphasized to extend the comparison on
the same statistical basis, when the number of those who attend
college, about one per cent, and of these the number who finally
earn degrees, less than one-half of one per cent, is considered.
Negroes themselves feel that there is no great incentive toward
pursuing a higher education. Their race places them at a disadvantage, in competition with whites of equal scholastic attainments, in securing positions commensurate with their training
upon completion of university courses. For example, even though
a number of Nebraska Negroes have qualified themselves as teachers
in grade and high schools, a few even as college instructors, they
are obliged to seek positions in some State, usually in the South,
other than Nebraska. Only two Negroes until recently have ever
taught school in Omaha. Miss Lucy Gambol, (1895-1901) now
Mrs. John Albert Williams, and Miss Eula Overall (1898-1903)
were teachers in the Omaha Public Schools previous to 1903. There
have been no Negro teachers employed since that date, until 1939,
when three, Travis Dixon, Mrs. Thelma Hancock, and Mrs. Robbie
Turner Davis, were hired in Omaha. Rev. J. S. Williams was also
hired to teach music four days each week at one school.
In other professional fields, however, the outlook for the Negro
with specialized training is somewhat better. Several of the Negro
physicians, dentists, and attorneys now practicing in Nebraska are
graduates of Nebraska colleges. These men, and others, show that
the group is beginning to evince greater interest in advantages of
higher education. The number of Nebraska Negroes now holding
college degrees, well over one hundred, in comparison with only
three, in 1907, who had earned degrees, indicates that the group is
desirous of bettering its educational status, and is doing so.
Negroes have attended and earned degrees at almost every college and university in Nebraska. They have attended and graduated from every grade and high school in all of the larger Nebraska
cities, in many of the smaller communities, and even in some rural
districts. On the whole their scholastic record has been satisfactory.
The average grade of the Negro students is about the same as the
average grade of the students of all races. There are, of course,
individuals who have been unable to satisfy the requirements in
some course; on the other hand there have been individuals who
have earned marks comparable with those earned by the best
students. Miss Lillian Dickinson, to cite one example, was valedictorian of her class at Whittier High School in Lincoln. Miss Estella
Craig represented Hastings High School in the District Declamatory
Contest, held at Hastings, May 30, 1900.
There is, in Omaha, one school in which only Negroes are
enrolled. This is the school of St. Benedict the Moor, a Catholic
institution. At least half of the students, however, are non-Catholic.
On the whole a non-discriminatory policy toward Negro students is characteristic of all Nebraska educational institutions. In
only one phase of collegiate activities is any discrimination to be
found. Since 1917 Negroes have been ineligible for inter-collegiate
athletic competition at the University of Nebraska. Before that
year Negroes were represented on several University of Nebraska
Football teams. Five, in fact, have made the · squad: namely, George
A. Flippin, William N. Johnson, Bud Taylor, John Johnson, and
Clint ·Ross. George A. Flippin, who attended college from 1892 to
1895, was · captain-elect of the football team for the following
year, · but failed· to return to schooL William N; · Johnson, now a

Chicago attorney, attended Nebraska University from 1900 to
1904, and was a regular member of the team during all four years.
In all other University activities Negroes are accorded the
same privileges and opportunities as are the students of other races.
The social life of the Negro students enrolled at the University of
Nebraska finds expression in the two fraternities and one sorority
among the colored students.
Since 1922 there have been 233 Negro students registered at
the University of Nebraska, though Negroes attended the University
as early as 1890. In this eighteen-year period Negro students have
earned fifty-eight degrees, ranging from Bachelor of Arts to Doctor
of Philosophy. One of these students, Charles Blooah, was born in
Africa, a member of the aboriginal and cannabalistic Nimiah tribe
of Liberia. At the age of 14 he fled from his tribe in order to escape
becoming its king. By 1936 his advancement in education in this
country, beginning as an illiterate savage, had reached such a
standing that the University of Nebraska awarded him a fellowship
in the department of social science.
Negro women, as well as men have sought the advantages of
a higher education. The first Negro graduate of Omaha University
was a woman, Dorothy Williams. In 1929 Zanzie Hill, now deceased,
the only Negro woman to graduate from the University of Nebraska
College of Law, was admitted to the Nebraska Bar. No other Negro
woman has duplicated her achievements in Nebraska.
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Negroes In the Professions
The professional men among the Negroes of Nebraska, aside
from members of the clergy, are relatively few in number. It is
unquestionably true that many who would otherwise enter the
professions are financially unable to do so. On the other hand, the
professional Negro, with his clientele among members of his own
race, cannot expect an assured income. Too many Negroes have
yearly incomes barely sufficient for the necessities of life, with
nothing left to pay the doctor, dentist or attorney, even in cases
of need.
Still another factor, with regard to the medical profession,
at least, discourages the aspiring Negro student-physician. In
Nebraska he finds it difficult to secure the training in practical
work which is needed toward successful completion of his course.
There are no strictly Negro hospitals or clinics in the State where
the medical student can get his clinical experience. Although
Negroes are not barred from the institutions which afford training
to medical students, nevertheless they are usually not encouraged
to apply for admission to any of the medical colleges in Nebraska.
Only three Negroes have graduated from any of the medical schools
in Nebraska; none of them is practicing in this State. Dr. James
Lewis, a graduate of. the University of Nebraska College of Medicine, is practicing in Fort Scott, Kansas. Dr. W. H. Taylor, a graduate of the College of Medicine of Creighton University, is practicing in Davenport, Iowa. Dr. M. 0. Ricketts, an ex-slave, graduated with honor from the University of Nebraska College of
Medicine in 1884.
At the present time, exclusive of clergymen, there are not over
twenty-five Negro professional men in Nebraska, including physicians, dentists and attorneys. This may seem a small number, in
view of the fourteen to fifteen thousand Negroes in the State, yet
it is probably all that the group can support. Some of these men,
the major.ity of whom reside in Omaha, have become comparatively
wealthy; the rest, though making a living, have not been so fortunate.
· ·
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The first Negro physician to practice -i!l Omaha, Dr, W;_ H. C.
Stephenson, an ex-slave, came there -in 1890. He di.e d in 1900 ,- and
his place was taken by Dr. J. H. Hutton who, until his death in
19 3.9, was Omaha's oldest Negro physician. Two ot_h er _Pion.e er Negro
physicians of Omaha, Drs. Riddle and Madison, riOme years ago,
operied a hospital .for Negroes . There were not enough .J.\iegroes in
Omaha to support a hospital, and the venture failed. Dr. George A.
Flippin, . from Grand Island, and his father operated for several
years the Mawood Hospital at Stromsburg. Dr. Aaron McMillan ,
one-time member . of the Legislature, is now a missionary in Af.r ica.
Dr. M. 0. Ricketts, who practiced in Omaha .from 1884 to 1903,
was _ one of Nebraska's most influential Negroeii. He served two
t erms in the State Legislature, in 1892 and 1894, and was constantly active in behalf of the members of his race. The only Negro
physician iii Lincoln at th e time of his death in 19 3 8, Dr. Arthur
B. Moss, had practiced th er e since 1913 .

Almost without exception the· leaders among the Negroes of
Nebraska have come from th e small profess ional g roup. Dr. M. O.
Ricketts, H . J. Pinkett , John Adams, Jr., Dr. Wesley Jones and
Thomas P. Mahammilt have been m entioned above. Mr. Mahammitt,
though not a professional man, des erves mention with th ese others
because of his long years of ser vice to his group. Finally, Rev. John
Albert Williams must be included in this group because of a lifetime of constant effort in behalf of Negro b etterm ent.

N EGROES IN THE PROFESSIONS

The oldest living Negro dental practitioner in Omaha is Dr.
W. W. Peebles. There are, in addition to him, three Negro dentists
practicing in Omaha.
The oldest Negro attorney in Nebraska, and in many respects
one of Nebraska's outstanding Negroes, is H. J. Pinkett. His knowledge of the history of Nebraska's Negroes is extensive, and he has
written considerable material dealing with that subject.
The first Negro to be admitted to the bar in Nebraska was
Silas Robbins, in 1889. He conducted his practice in Omaha, where
he died several years ago.
Another prominent Negro attorney is •John Adams, Jr., of
Omaha. Although a young man, his ability in leadership has sent
him to the Nebraska .Legislature for .the third time. · He is a member
of the present Unicameral.

The Negro Goes to Church
In their religion and r eligious activities th e Negroes of Nebraska are probably freer from interracial influences than in any
other phase of their life. Many of their religious customs and forms
of church services are essentially unchan ged from the pattern they
followed in the South. Among the half-hundred Negro churches in
Nebraska there are congregations and minis ters substantially the
same as when they came to Neb raska.
Almost every denomination is represented by one or more
religious groups among th e Negro es. .Some of these, nota bly the
Baptists, have split into a numb er of separate congregations. In all
of them, however, the characteristic type of church worship is an
emotional one, as it h a s been ever since the various churches were
established in this State. This fact has established a peculiarly intimate r elationship between church and individual, so that the
churches have been of considera ble influence in the daily life of
the Negroes. Yet at the same time, because of their emotional,
unprogressive attitude, the influence of the churches has more
often than not been dissipated to no significant purpose. In all fairness to the Negro churches it mus t be added that they are as a
rule handicapped through insuffic ient funds and inefficient directive
organization. Their programs consequently fall short of being
utilitarian.
There are in Omaha forty-odd Negro churches, and in Lincoln
a half dozen. In both cities there are far too many churches for
each to receive the support n ecessary to maintain it. The various
denominations represented include Methodist Episcopal, Church of
God in Christ, Episcopalian, Memorial, Baptist, Catholic. Unity,
Presbyterian, Seven Day Adventists, Sanctified, Holiness, Christian,
Spiritualist, and P entacos tal. Ther e is one People 's Interdenominational church, the Independent, a n d in Omaha one branch of Father
Divine's Heaven. There are four branches of Methodism: Methodist
Episcopal, African Methodist Episco pa l, Colored Methodist Episcopal, and Zion African Methodist Episcopal. Each denomination
and sub-d enomination is r ep r ese nted by from one to t en sepa rate
churches and congregations.
·
The places of worship used by the various Negro churches
r:i-nge from rented basements, through store-front buildings, halls,
simple frame structures, to one or two comparatively imposing
cathedrals. There is not one of th ese but what is saddled with a
burden of debt of . many years standing. The spiritual leader s hip
of the churches is represented by clergymen, ran ging from
u?-schooled men :who bear · th e title only by right of assumption, to
highly trained graduates of divinity schools.
. When all these factors are considered together it becomes
evident that the Negro church in Ne braska fac es obstacles which
are not apt to be overcome until at least seventy-five per cent of
the individual churches are eliminated. It is plain that the emotional
type of church worship can have little practical influence on the
affairs of the · congregation. The constant struggle to :r·a ise funds
has, in the majority of churches, relegated· the spiritual teachings
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to a place of secondary importance. Because of their lack of training at least half of the clergymen are incompetent to develop a
constructive program. Group progress has often been retarded by
the personal ambitions of religious leaders, who have exploited the
church to their own gain. Finally, the lack of funds and facilities
has been a fatal hindrance to the churches in their efforts to
organize an instructive and recreational program of interest to the
youth of the community.
The history of the Negro Church in Nebraska dates from the
year 1860, when a small religious group was organized in Omaha.
No church building was as yet available to the members of this
group, so they met for worship in private homes.
The first formal Negro Church in Nebraska was the St. John
African Methodist Episcopal, organized in Omaha in 1867. Its first
minister, Rev. W. T. Osborne, was the first Negro minister to come
to Nebraska. In 1874, a second church, the African Baptist, with
Rev. Marshall as pastor, appeared in Omaha. In 1878 an Episcopal
Church, St. Phillip the Deacon, was founded. Its first rector was
Rev. Greene. He was succeeded in 1891 by Rev. John Albert
Williams, who remained for forty-two years. The largest Negro
church in Nebraska, Zion Baptist in Omaha, was .f ounded in 1884.
The largest church at Lincoln is the Mount Zion Baptist Church,
organized in 1879, with the Rev. Marcus Mack as its first pastor.
This comparison is on the basis both of the size of the building
itself and of the membership of the church.
The first Negro church in Lincoln was the Quinn Chapel
African Methodist Episcopal, organized in 18 7 0. Its first pastor
was Rev. C. H. Brown. Other early churches were the African
Methodist Episcopal of Sidney, erected in 18 7 7, the African Methodist Episcopal of Nebraska City, founded by Rev. Jackson in 1879,
and Union Church, the first Negro Church in Hastings, founded
in 1886.
The first Negro Church services, and many of them even today,
were conducted in inadequate buildings. Rented basements and
halls were common. The store-front church , a building used commercially during the week and as a place of worship on Sundays,
was all that many congregations could afford.
Some of the leading Negro Churches of Nebraska today occupy
comparatively satisfactory buildings. A . number of these buildings
are owned by the churches, though usually they are mortgaged.
None of them is entirely adequate, however, and in one case, that
of St. John's A. M. E. Church, the building, begun in 1922, has
never been completed.
In Nebraska cities other than Omaha and Lincoln the Negro
religious groups are too small to assume the financial burden of
constructing or buying a church building. As a rule the worshippers
in these places rent a hall or meet Sundays in a private home. In
many cases they are led in worship by a self-styled minister, in the
absence of one formally ordained.
Membership in the various churches ranges from small ccmgregations of a dozen people to those in the larger churches, numbering three hundred or more active members. Somewhat less than
half of the Negroes in Nebraska belong to some church, and less
than forty per cent of these are considered as active members of
regular attendance.
Because they are hampered financially the churches are
severely limited in their ,activities. Some of them have young
people's organizations, and most of them have Sunday Schools.
The larger churches occasionally have suppers, socials, entertainments, programs, and bazaars.

Among the religious leaders of the Nebraska Negroes a few
have achieved distinction, not alone for their work in the church,
but also for other activities paralleling their church work. Rev.
John Albert Williams, for more than forty years rector of the
church of St. Phillip the Deacon in Omaha, was outstanding in his
efforts in behalf of Negro progress. Rev. 0. J. Burckhardt of Lincoln, who came there in 1890, has long been a leader in the same
field. Rev. John S. Williams, pastor of the Hillside Presbyterian
Church in Omaha, directs a Negro chorus of over two hundred and
fifty voices which is one of the finest in the country. Mrs. Eliza
Turner until her death in 1938 regularly attended St. John's
A. M. E. Church in Omaha for seventy years. She had been Sunday
School teacher and, for part of the time, superintendent of the
church for over fifty years.
In Nebraska there are in all between sixty and seventy Negro
ministers, considerably more than there are churches. Two of the
Omaha ministers are women. The average age of the ministers is
forty-eight. Their average time spent in the ministry is eighteen
years, though this may involve terms of from one to five years as
pastor of several different churches. Less than ten clergymen have
earned a degree from any recognized institution of higher learning,
and their average education is not beyond the eighth grade. Not
much improvement can be hoped for in this situation so long as the
majority of Negro clergymen are forced to supplement their inadequate salaries with outside employment.
Among clergymen who have won distinction in their denominations are Rev. John Albert Williams, Episcopalian. He became one
of the Secretaries of the Episcopal Diocese, Secretary to the Bishop
of the Diocese, Editor of the Crozier,- the official organ of the Episcopal Church, and was for twenty-five years one of the examining
chaplains of the Diocese. He was the first Negro member of the
Omaha Community Chest governing board. In 1929 he received the
Cross of the Order of Sangreal, one of the highest orders attainable in the Episcopal Church. Upon but a few men in the entire
world has this high honor been bestowed. Reverend Williams is the
only Nebraska man ever to have won this distinction. Rev. H. B.
Parks, Methodist, became a Bishop of the A. M. E. Church. Revs.
W. F. Botts and E. H. McDonald have been officers of the National
Baptist Convention. Rev. John S. Williams, Presbyterian, was in
1937 elected Moderator of the Omaha Presbytery of the Presbyterian Church.
The need for higher education among Negro clergymen in
Nebraska is, by contrast with their congregations, much more evident today than seventy years ago. Then the average Negro congregation, most of them but a few years out of slavery, was illiterate
and ignorant. Today the Negro minister addresses an educated and
informed group of people, many of whom are of superior intellectual
a.ttainments. The rise in the educational level of Negro congregations is undoubtedly one reason for the failure of the emotional type
of church service to maintain its former prestige.
Each of the Negro churches of Nebraska has from one to ten
organizations affiliated with or sponsored by It. Each organization
has from a half-dozen to fifty members. These groups are represen~ative o.f the church attendants of all ages, though with a slight
maJority of young people's societies.
Some societies admit members of either sex; others limit their
membership to one sex only, depending, usually, on the activities
of the group. Aside from the young people's organizations, the
various groups may be classified as ladies' aid societies, missionary
societies, purely social organizations, and a few cultural societies.
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Some of the activities of the Negro churches, especially >those
of Omaha, are interdenominationally sponsored. Among these is. the
Sunday School Alliance, previously discussed, with its annual picnic.
Another is the Usher Club, with branches in almost every church.
The Negro churches recognize the need for organized philanthropy and welfare work among their more needy members, but are
sorely handicapped by a lack of funds. Because of this drawback the
relief they have been able to extend to charity cases is at best of
only a temporary nature. The majority of their work of thiG sort is
limited to the promotion of health programs for the dissemination
of rules for hygienic living, and aimed especially at families with
growing children.
None of the Nebraska Negro churches, probably because they
cannot afford it, has any great religious festivals or celebrations
such as have some of the churches of other racial groups. Their
nearest approach to it are the annual choral presentations, to be
discussed later. The annual Coronation Ball and the annual Sunday
School picnic likewise may be included in this category. No ne of
these events is strictly a religious affair, though all are more or
less dependent upon church sponsorship~
Negro Culture
The cultural life of the Negroes of Nebraska, like so many
other phases of their life, is cramped by the economic pressure upon
the group and therefore undeveloped. Many Negroes, endowed with
musical, artistic, or literary talents, are unable to develop them
because all their time is spent in making a living. Others have managed to cultivate their abilities only to find that they cannot depend
on them for a livelihood.
Some of the more progressive Negro organizations are aware
of the difficulties facing the talented Negro in the pursuit of his art.
Also they realize that Negro culture cannot survive as such without
recognition and encouragement. Consequently such organizations as
the N. A. A. C. P. and the Urban League do all within their power
to aid Negro culture. The Urban Leagues of both Omaha and Lincoln maintain at their headquarters libraries of several hundred
volumes for the use of any Negro in the community. In common
with several other Negro organizations the Urban Leagues sponsor
programs which present to the public outstanding Negro artists,
lecturers, educators, and leaders.
National Negro History Week, the second week in February, is
observed annually by Negroes all over the country. During this week
the Negroes of Nebraska hold a number of meetings in several different places, presenting programs which, by lectures, interracial
forums, drama and posters, emphasize the contributions of the
Negro and the part played by him in the development of this
country. It is during this week especially that such outstanding
Negroes as Carter G. Woodson, Pau.l Robeson, Roland Hayes,
Eugene Kinckle Jones, William Pickens, W. E. B. DuBois, and T.
Arnold Hill have been presented to the people of Nebraska, both
colored and white.
The foremost, purely cultural organization among Nebraska
Negroes is the Semper Fidelis club, organized in Lincoln in 1925.
It numbers a sc·o re or more of members, meets bi-monthly, arid its
activities are concerned primarily with stimulating interest in Negro
literature, music, and art.
The Negroes now living in Nebraska, so far as racial customs,
mannerisms, and habits ate concerned, differ little from the people
of other racial groups living in Nebraska. Whatever of. that nature
they brought with them, as refugees, ex-slaves, and immigrants, 'has
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been lost in the past three-quarters of a century. Their adaptability
and imitativeness has blended them so smoothly into the pattern of
Nebraska's community life that only their color and some minor
racial characteristics serve to maintain their ethnic identity. Even
in their food, usually the last place to show the changing influence
of a new environment, little is left of the Southern dishes and
recipes once popular. Some of the older Negro families, especially in
Omaha and Lincoln, still serve hogs' heads and black-eyed peas on
New Year's day. They believe that to do so will bring them luck
th roughout the coming year.
The Negroes of Nebraska have no such body of folklore as is so
often found in other immigrant groups. It is true that the immigrant
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Negroes brought with them to Nebraska a store of superstitions
an d beliefs in omens, but through the years these have been lost
or so altered as to be indistinguishable from the superstitious lore
of other grou ps. They have no legends or legendary heroes and no
my~hology. All that can be unearthed are the various superstitious
behefs common to and still persistent among all racial groups.
TI;te rural Negroes of Nebraska have a number of superstitions
with regard to the signs for the time of planting their various crops,
but they cannot be considered as peculiar to the farmers, since they
are those usually found in the farmers' almanacs issued by some
drug concerns.

43

THE NEGROES OF NEBRASKA

THE NEGROES OF NEBRASKA

In spite of the economic handicaps which have so seriously
repressed Negro creative work and art in Nebraska a few individuals have struggled over this obstacle to sectional, if not to national,
prominence. It is only within comparatively recent years, however,
that any of the Negroes of Nebraska have won any recognition for
their work in artistic lines. In some fields, notably in music, they
have been more recognized than in others. Their least significant
contributions have probably been in the field of literature.
Negro art in Nebraska has followed no particular trend or
convention, perhaps because its contributors have been so fe.w. The
best-known Negro artist is undoubtedly Mrs. 0. J. Burckhardt, of
Lincoln. Her paintings have won numerous awards at fairs and
exhibitions throughout the country. She conducts a private studio,
with both white and colored students in her classes.
John Smith, of Omaha, a costume designer, has don e a number
of paintings, both landscapes and portraits. His work in this field,
however, has not been so extensive as has that of Mrs. Burckhardt.
Aside from these two people no painters or sculptors of more than
average ability have arisen among Nebraska Negroes.
In drama any talent shown by the Negroes has been directed
mainly toward the presentation of community plays and operettas
rather than toward individual development. No great dramatic
artists have appeared among the Negroes of Nebraska, although a
few individuals have achieved at least local fame in this field.
Andrew Reed, formerly an assistant at Omaha University in the
production of school plays, also former director of the Little Theatre
at the Urban League, appeared in a number of plays in the old
Boyd Theatre at Omaha. Mrs. Cecilia Jewell, Omaha singer and
actress, also appeared many times on the stage of the Boyd Theatre.
D. Eugene Murray, in addition to some artistic ability, has devoted
some time to the stage. He is one of the few Negroes ever to appear
in a Community Playhouse production in Omaha.
Since the Y Players, sponsored by the North Side Y. W. C. A.
o.f Omaha, disbanded in 1933 there have been no dramatic clubs or
organizations among Nebraska Negroes, the Urban League Little
Theatre excepted. However, the Quack Club, an organization of
Omaha Negro girls, annually presents a play.
With the exception of one group the radio work done by
Nebraska Negroes has been limited to occasional individual performances and dance orchestra programs. From 1936 to 1938, however, a Negro choir of twenty-five voices, under the direction of
Rev. John S. Williams, presented, weekly on Sunday, a concert over
radio station WAAW, in Omaha.
In the field of music several Nebraska Negroes have distinguished themselves, and a few have even won national recognition.
These musicians and musical organizations are represented in every
phase of music, including dance orchestras, bands, choral groups,
singing, instrumental soloists, and teaching.
George F. McPherson, Negro pianist, a student at the Boston
Conservatory of Music, came to Omaha in 1873. The following year
he opened a studio and, between concert tours in this country and
abroad, taught piano for many years. His joint concerts with Hans
Albert, great violinist, have been pronounced by music ~ritics to be
unsurpassed. There is little doubt that, in his prime, his ability as
a pianist was excelled by few living men.
F. C. Curtis, blind pianist of Lincoln, has successfully taught
piano there since 1894, with classes of as many as sixty puplls,
mostly white, at one time: He also has considerable ability as an
arranger in spite of his handicap.

One of the first Negro musical organizations in Nebraska was
a minstrel group, organized at Nebraska City in 1888. The first
Negro band in Nebraska was organized at Omaha in 1902 by Josiah
Waddle. He had moderate success with it for several years. In 1914
he organized a band comprised of Negro women only. The group,
though well-trained and quite successful, is no longer active.
Nebraska's foremost Negro teacher of piano and voice is Mrs.
Florentine Pinkston-Mitchell of Omaha. She is a graduate of the
New England Conservatory of Music, and studied under Phillippe in
Paris. She has had her own school of music in Omaha since 1908.
Dan Desdunes, who came from New Orleans to Omaha in 1904,
organized, in 1915, and trained the finest Negro band ever developed
in Nebraska. His work in this connection was outstanding, and the
fame of his musical organization spread far beyond Nebraska. He
died in 1929.
One of the well-known popular song composers of America is
Maceo Pinkard, an Omaha Negro, now living in New York City. He
began his career as a composer of popular music at the age of 22.
Since then, several of his compositions, among them "The Missouri
Maize," have been hits.
One o.f the best trained and widely known singers among
Nebraska Negroes is Mrs. Cecilia Wilson Jewell. She toured Europe
with the Fisk Jubilee Singers shortly after graduating from high
school. Mrs. Rae Lee Jones is another Negro woman of Omaha who
possesses considerable ability in singing and in the direction of
choral groups.
Miss Edrose Willis, piano teacher and accompanist, has been
t ermed by some critics to be as fine an accompanist as can be found
anywhere. She was a pupil of Mrs. Florentine Pinkston.
Rev. John S. Williams, pastor of Hillside Presbyterian Church,
has developed the most outstanding musical organization among
the Negroes of Nebraska. His highly-trained chorus, ranging from
fifty to one hundred fifty voices, annually presents Handel's "The
Messiah" at Christmas, and Du Bois' "The Seven Last Words of
Christ" at Easter.
Other musical groups among Nebraska Negroes include a number of dance orchestras, the best known of which are the orchestras
led by Lloyd Hunter, Nat Towle, Frank Perkins, Ted Adams, and
Sam Turner.
In the field of literature no very impressive figures have
appeared among the Negroes of Nebraska. Three individuals, Theodore R. Mallory, Benjamin F. Gardiner, .and Selma Gordon, have
written and published poems for several years, but none o.f them
has achieved more than regional attention. Both Mr. Gardiner and
Miss Gordon have published a book of poetry, and Mr. Mallory plans
to issue a volume.
In the field of academic literature J. Harvey Kerns, former
executive secretary of the Omaha Urban League, did considerable
work whlle a student at Omaha University. His contributions to
the literature of sociology, dealing with the economic and social life
of Nebraska Negroes, have been of more than passing significance.
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The Negro Press
For the past sixty-odd years one or more weekly newspapers
have been published by the Negroes of Nebraska. During this period
around thirty papers, owned, edited and published by Negroes, have
appeared in the State. The group has never been able to support a
daily paper, and only in Omaha have weekly papers survived for

THE
THE NEGROES

OF

NEGROES OF NEBR ASKA

are members of th
Allen Allenwort e Legion. There ar
.
present Camp
arry Crouch.

45

c~~~~e~~~ ~5, Uni:e~h~;~~~~~e~members
of Capt.
ar Veterans.
The

NEBRASKA

44

anY long p•dod. TM N•g<O P"" h., b"n oha<aot"i"d by it• milltan" in b•h>lf of the"" it ,.,,.,.nt•, tMugh on th< whol• it haa
b"n aingula'1Y " " f<Om bit"'°"' and attaok• agatnat the whit•
""· A f<W N•g" •d"""' ohi" among th"" Rov. John Alb"l
Williama, now d"'"'d but fO'm•dY •dit" of th• d<funot oma••
Mnnil"· w•" outatandlng '"d"' in th< adv•n"mont of N•<'o
The in
first
Negro newspaper to appear in Nebraska, the western
progress
Nebraska.
p o.i, •dit•d and publIBh•d bY H<>"" G. N•waom, waa .,tabll•Md
at Haating• in 1816. It aucviv<d lo' only a Utt!• whtl•. In 1889 F. L.
Bamett .,tabll•Md a w"klY now•P>P"· th< ' " "''"'· In omaba.
Cycu• D. B•ll, an .,.,tav<, .,tabli•Md th<
S<ntin<l
in 1892. In 189' the Ent"1""'"· publiaMd bY G. F. Fcanklln, lat<c
by Thoma. P. Mahammitt, .,peac•d· It wa. th< ton<''' Uv<d of
anY Negro newspaper published in Nebraska.
The best known and most widely read of all Nebraska Negro
now•P•P'" waa th• Ofl<•i"' MonitO', "tabli•Md In 1915, <dli<d and
publi•hed by R<Y· John Alb"t William•· It ""'d publioatlon

Afc~A"'"ioon

Another relatively short-lived paper was the New Era, estabin 1929.
li•Md In omah• in 1920 and pubttaMd until 192' bY Geo'<' w.
The largest Negro newspaper west of the Missouri River, the
Parker.
OmOM Guid<, waa .,tablIBMd bY B. V. and C. C. GaUoW•Y in t927 ·
The paper, with a circulation of over twenty-five thousand and an
adv<cti"'" U•t inoludtng bu•'"'" fic.na f<Offi ooaat to
i• •till

'°"'·

The onlY other Negro newspaper still being published in Nein existence.
braska is the Orna1ta Star, established by S. E. Gilbert in 1938. It has
to date been well received bY the Negroes of Nebraska.
The two newspapers published in Omaha, both weeklies, are
th' onlY pubUoatlona i"u•d by N•l<'O" in N•b'"'"· Som• ocg=l·
.ationa. ,uoh., the Ucb= L"g""' di•t<tbute mimeogcapbed bUll•·
una and leaftet• at lnt<cvala, but th"' McdlY qu•llfY .. p•dodtoa••·
The Negro Goes To War
Negroes of Nebraska, throughout the entire history of the state
from Territorial days to the present, have contributed their share
o.f support as patriotic citizens. Negro soldiers from Nebraska have
fought aide by aide with whit• aoldl•" In ev"Y wa< f<Om the Civil
W>' to the Wodd W>'· Th"' " ' a v"Y feW Neg<O C!Vll Wa< vet·
erans in Nebraska. In omaha onlY one, July Miles, is still living. The
oldest, at the time of his death in 1937, was Archie Pullen of Lincoln. Although
He was one
hundred furnished
years of age.
Nebraska
no entirely Negro regiments
dudng the Civil wac. ,• .,. w•" two ,.,. dudng the Jndtan upd•ings of 1866. These were the Ninth and Tenth cavalry, U.S. ArmY.
organized on July 28 of that year. TheY were stationed at various
points along the Platte River, with headquarters at Fort Kearny.
Negroes from Nebraska fought courageously in the SpanishAmedo>ll W>' and in the Wodd W>'· ovec eight hnnd"d Neb<>•k>
Negroes served in the U. S. ArmY during the world war. Not content onlY with wniabing ,.1dteca. the Neg"" of Nebn•ka fonned
patdotl• ocgont.attona to fUClb" tho "'"" of vioton'. and ,ubaaibed gen"ou•lY to the Mbe<lY Loan O<tvea. AfleC the wac the
ex-,e<VI« men ocganl"d a Neg'° poat of the Amedoan Legion. the
Theodo<' Roo"velt Poat, in omaha. It• ficat oommand" w., D<Amos B. Madison. Less than two hundred of the Negro ex-soldiers
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major part o~ their program toward this end their leaders urge
improved efficiency. for each member of the group through higher
education. They pomt to the problem raised by increased competition in al.I branches of gainful occupation, where only the efficient,
better-tramed competitor can hope for continued success.
The Negroes feel that perhaps the greatest problem confronting
them . as a group i~ one which may loosely be termed the problem
of adJustment. Their other pr0blems, both social and economic, stem
from the greater one. This problem of adjustment · particularly
involves interracial attitudes and relations.
For other racial groups the problem of adjustment with those
alre~dy ~stablished in Nebraska is usually automatica lly solved by
the mev1table process of amalgamation. It is even conceivable that

I NTERRACIAL RELATIONS

in the. course of centu~ies of time amalgamation may erase the
color Imes now separatmg the white from the black race. In this
present day, however, such a contingency is so remote as to be
unworthy of consideration, and there is not a single Nebraska
leader, Caucasian or Negro, who advocates amalgamation as a
feasible solution of the Negro's problems.
The problem of adjustment nevertheless remains. The Negroes
of Nebraska are numerically a minority group. Economically and
socially they are faced with problems arising from causes over
some of which they have little or no control. The span of human
memory still overlaps the time when Negroes were illiterate slaves
Many white men still regard the Negro race as inferior to the whit~
r ace, and many white men even hold Negroes in contempt.
On the other hand there are social leaders of both races who
believe that no society can function harmoniously so long as a por-

THE NEGROES OF NEBRASKA

tion of its citizens is handicapped economically and socially. Realizing that they are so handicapped, the Negroes of the State are doing
everything they can to level such existing interracial barriers as
hinder their progress toward social and economic parity with other
racial groups in the State.
A tolerant, and often materially helpful, attitude in the white
race has been o.f no little benefit to them in their struggle upward
from poverty and illiteracy during the past seventy-five years. Today
.. the group is almost wholly literate; members of the race have penet r ated into every trade, calling, and profession. Yet, in comparison
as a whole with other racial groups, the Negroes of Nebraska still
sta nd at the bottom of the social and economic ladder.
It is the argument of the Negroes themselves that, were they
t o be allowed equal opportunity with all peoples in the struggle for
individual and racial advancement a stimulus and incentive would
be provided which would shortly cause to be overcome all present
obstacles to their development. Some of these obstacles, among
them racial prejudice and discrimination, have been more or less
removed. There is little of racial prejudice, as compared with fifty
years ago, still existing in Nebraska, and each succeeding generation
finds less of it. Some discrimination may still be found, but it is
gradually lessening. Its partial persistence at the University, where
Negroes are forbidden to participate in major intercollegiate athletic
events, is still a source of resentment to Nebraska Negroes.
After the Negro slaves of America were freed, following the
Civil War, members of their own race foresaw that all would not be
smooth sailing in their progress toward social and economic security.
Their leaders could see that not in one generation would the interracial attitudes of slave days be forgotten. Consequently they
advised their people to go slowly, and not to insist upon all things
at once. In the State of Nebraska Negro progress and advance has
been characterized by a deliberate, judicious application of this
concept. Our leading colored citizens, past and present, have worked
whole-heartedly with the whites toward the betterment of the status
of Negroes. That the status of Negroes in Nebraska is infinitely
better than when they first came to the State is undeniable. Seventyfive years ago the handful of colored pioneers had nothing, and even
their status as citizens of the State was hotly contested. They were
illiterate, and dependent for a livelihood on what few jobs were
granted to them.
Now Negroes exercise the rights, duties and privileges of citizens of the State of Nebraska. They vote, and members of the race
sit in the State's legislative chambers. They own property, go to
school and college, hold public offices, train for the professions,
conduct business, and go about their daily affairs unhampered by
statutory shackles.
Negroes have not won these advantages nor accomplished what
t hey have by demanding it of society, but have done so by demonstrating their right to them as a law-abiding, hard-working, ambitious group.
They themselves maintain that the end is not yet in sight. If
they have progressed so far toward economic independence as they
have in three-quarters of a century, surely a like period in the
future will see them still farther on the path. Their leaders assert
that when the time comes that their standard of living compares
with that of all other racial groups, then all other criteria of the
group, whether social, economic, criminological, educational, or
otherwise, will be in the same ratio. Only when Negroes have equal
opportunities with all other races in all lines of human endeavor,
they fe el, can this ideal state come to pass.
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